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1. Introduction 

Employment for people with learning disabilities in Malaysia has improved in recent 

years but many are still unemployed due to a lack of job opportunities, vocational 

training, independence skills and employment services.  

According to the Disability Department of the Ministry of Human Resource, a total of 

7,956 people with disabilities had been placed in employment by February 2010 

(Malaysia Ministry of Human Resource, 2010). The breakdown from the report by the 

ministry showed that placement for people with visual impairment was 788; hearing 

and speech impairment 2,872; physical impairment (mobility disabilities) 3,469 and 

others, which included people with learning disabilities, 872. Placement service by 

this ministry began in 1990. It is of concern to note that in twenty years a total of only 

7,956 have been assisted into employment placements. The number of people with 

disabilities who had been registered with the Welfare Department by 2009 was 

275,107 (Malaysia Social Welfare Department, 2009). People with learning 

disabilities were the highest category registered, with a total of 106,009. 

A localised research conducted in Penang by Asia Community Service (2006:30) 

showed that only 14% of 198 adults interviewed were working in the open labour 

market employment, while 16% were working in sheltered employment and 53% are 

at home.  

In the case of United Voice (2010), the first self-advocacy society in Malaysia, 24% 

of 130 members in United Voice are employed in the labour market as shown in the 

Table 1. In 2003 United Voice created an employment project with a social enterprise 

concept in order to employ their unemployed members. Currently 19% of their 

members are dependent on jobs created at United Voice while 11% are in other job 

centres or sheltered employment and 12% are still home bound.  

Employment situation of United Voice members is relatively high as general 

observation shows that less than 15% of adults with learning disabilities in Malaysia 

are employed in the labour market employment.  Majority are dependent on day care 

centres, job training centres, sheltered workshops and community based rehabilitation 

centres. United Voice members mostly live in the major cities in Kuala Lumpur and 

Petaling Jaya where there are more job opportunities. 

The level of unemployment of United Voice members is relatively high, with general 

observations suggesting that fewer than 15% of adults with learning difficulties in 

Malaysia are employed in the labour market. The majority are dependent on day care 

centres, job training centres, sheltered workshops and community based rehabilitation 

centres. The low employment rates are despite the fact that United Voice members 

mostly live in the major cities, Kuala Lumpur and Petaling Jaya, where job 

opportunities are concentrated. 
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The double tax deduction on remuneration paid, implemented on the 1
st
 July 2008, is 

an incentive from the government to encourage more employers to be open to 

employing people with disabilities. There are more job opportunities available for 

people with learning disabilities in the cities. United Voice (2008) reported that, a 

local company had employed about 100 persons with learning disabilities to work in 

their hypermarkets and supermarkets within one year. Though more companies are 

now willing to consider hiring people with learning disabilities, it is observed that the 

majority of these people are not equipped to work in the open labour market. Without 

support at work, most of them are not able to sustain employment over the long term.   

 

Table 1: Employment Situation of United Voice Members 

 

Type of Education or Employment No. of 

Members 

Description of Situation 

Secondary schools 26 members Government and private 

schools and day care centres 

Training or working at NGO (non 

governmental organisations) centres 

22 9 in job training centres 

13 in sheltered employment  

Working in labour market employment 33 2 in family businesses 

31 in private companies 

Employed by United Voice 25 3 full-time staff 

22 in employment project (A 

social enterprise approach) 

Unemployed 24 Home bound 

(majority in their twenties and 

thirties) 

To encourage more persons with disabilities to work, the Malaysian Government 

provides an allowance of RM300 a month for those who are working and earn below 

RM1200.  With this incentive, more parents are making an effort to find employment 

for their children who are ready to work in the open labour market or in sheltered 

employment.  

Nationally, there are insufficient places to accommodate those who need sheltered 

employment due to the lack of job opportunities in the open labour market for those 

with complex disabilities. Though it has been observed that there are more job 

opportunities available in the private sector in recent years, many school leavers and 

adults with learning disabilities are not equipped to work. There is an urgent need for 

the special education department to include prevocational and vocational training in 

the school curriculum.  
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In Malaysia, transition planning for students with learning disabilities is still in its 

initial development. In 2008, there were 7,826 students with learning disabilities 

registered for secondary special education programmes (Bahagian Pendidikan Khas, 

2008:35). However, there are only two vocational special education secondary 

schools that offer relevant vocational courses for students with learning disabilities. 

According to the Special Education Division (ibid, 25), 130 students were enrolled for 

four courses offered in the Indahpura Vocational School. These courses included linen 

attendant, room service attendant, food preparation assistant, hair stylist and 

beautician assistant.  

Since 2008, the Social Welfare Department in Malaysia, in collaboration with Japan 

International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Malaysia, has begun formulating a Job 

Coach System to enable people with more complex disabilities to work in supported 

employment. This system has yet to be implemented fully. Service providers 

nationwide need to engage more skilled job coaches in order for this system to be 

implemented successfully. Currently, only a handful of employment service providers 

have trained job coaches. The need to create better awareness amongst the private 

sector, of the concept of job coaching, is also crucial.  

In the Ninth Malaysian Plan (2006-2010), The Ministry of Human Resource allocated 

RM22 million for the Business Provision Scheme to provide funds for people with 

disabilities to establish their own businesses. People with disabilities who benefited 

most from this scheme were those in the physical and visual categories. According to 

the assessment report of this scheme (Laporan Penilaian Keseluruhan Prestasi 2007-

2008, RMK 9, JTKSM), only one centre with a learning disabilities focus was 

successful in gaining funding. This organisation, run by parents of people with 

learning disabilities, was given RM200,000 to establish a project to create more 

employment. More consideration should be given in the distribution of these funds so 

that the employment needs of people with learning disabilities are not overlooked.  

The government has supported more initiatives to improve the employment situation 

of people with disabilities since the Malaysian Persons with Disability Act was 

endorsed in 2008. However, there is still much more to be done to meet the needs. 

The Tenth Malaysian Plan 2011-2015 (Economic Planning Unit, 2010: Chapter 4, p. 

49) has vaguely mentioned plans to help improve the socio-economic status of people 

with disabilities. Many advocates for people with disabilities maintained that unless 

there is more effort in improving the implementation of proposed plans, these plans 

will only look good on paper. 

In a research conducted by Yeo (2009) in the UK it was found that supported 

employment, job coaching and social firms have been present in UK since the 1980‟s 

and 1990‟s. In Malaysia, these approaches are only beginning to be introduced in a 

more extensive way by the government. The current research focused on employment 

services for people with learning disabilities in the UK. It examined the important 

lessons for Malaysia to consider, identifying the need for improvement of 

employment services, across sectors, for people with disabilities. 
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2. Research Objectives 

The aim of this research is to study employment services for people with learning 

disabilities in the UK by:  

1. Observing the current trend of jobs for people with learning disabilities;  

2. Examining employment services for people with learning disabilities; and 

3. Studying how policies have affected employment services and job opportunities 

for people with learning disabilities.  

 

3. A Brief Literature Review 

 

Employment opportunity is generally found to be lower for people with learning 

disabilities than for all other disability groups. Supported Employment was an 

employment service programme created in the 1980‟s in US and UK to enable more 

people with learning disabilities to work in the open labour market. Over the years, 

many researches had been conducted to assess the effectiveness of this system in 

creating employment for people with learning disabilities. Traditionally, sheltered 

employment has been the most popular employment option for people with learning 

disabilities, the majority of whom are not given the opportunity to work in the open 

labour market. However, since the 1990‟s, social enterprises or social firms have been 

introduced in the west to replace sheltered workshops. This literature review will 

provide an introduction to these three main employment approaches that is; supported 

employment, sheltered employment and social firms.  These approaches have, in the 

past three decades, provided employment opportunities even for people with severe 

learning disabilities. 

 

3.1 Supported Employment 

 

Competitive employment, according to Wehman, Revell & Kregel (1998), “is a 

positive and often therapeutic activity that directly influences self-esteem, personal 

value, and how persons with a significant disability see themselves.” They aptly stated 

that “going to a real job, getting paid, having co-workers, and getting into a normal 

daily work routine are critical aspects of life.” They reported that supported 

employment works effectively when delivered by committed organisations with well-

trained employment specialists who work closely with businesses and families.  

 

Instead of the term ‟supported employment‟, ‟open employment‟ or ‟competitive 

employment‟ are more commonly used in some countries such as Australia (O‟Brien 

and Dempsey, 2004:132). Wehman and Kregel (1990:94) stated that supported 

employment consists of several key elements: paid employment, based in integrated 

work settings and engaging ongoing support to guarantee employment success for 

persons with the most severe disabilities. People with severe disabilities include those 
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with autism, cerebral palsy and developmental disabilities (Wehman & Revell, 2005). 

Supported employment in the US was initiated in the early 1980‟s and funding was 

provided through the Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1986 (Wehman, Revell & 

Kregel, 1998).  

 

The experiences of employment of people with learning disabilities in the US are well 

researched and critiqued by Wehman,  Kregel, Revell and Mank (Wehman & Kregel, 

1990; Wehman & Kregel, 1995; Wehman, Revell & Kregel, 1998; Wehman, West & 

Kregel, 1999; Wehman, 2002; Wehman, Revell & Brooke, 2003; Wehman & Ravell, 

2005; Brooke, Grant, & Wehman, 2009; Hendricks & Wehman 2009;  West, Kregel, 

Hernandex & Hock, 1997; Kregal, 1999; Albin, Rhodes & Mank 1994; Mank, Cioffi 

& Yovanoff 1999, Mank, Cioffi & Yovanoff 2000.) These authors extensively 

researched supported employment as an approach to enabling people with learning 

disabilities to work in open labour market employment.  This provides important 

insights,, revealing the successes, challenges, failures and policies that support 

employment services for people with learning disabilities. 

 

Supported employment has enabled thousands of people with severe disabilities, once 

considered unemployable, to be employed in the labour force. Wehman & Revell 

noted that there has been “gradual and steady progress away from segregation of 

persons with disabilities toward policies and practices that foster inclusion into the 

mainstream of society” (Wehman & Revell, 2005:84). There were only 9,000 

individuals working in supported employment in 1986. The number grew to 140,000 

by 1995. The number of community rehabilitation providers offering supported 

employment also increased from less than 300 in 1986 to over 3,600 after 10 years 

(Wehman, West & Kregel, 1999:13).  

 

While the employment rate has increased in the past 10 years, low wages, lack of 

career choices, employment retention and limited social integration continue to be 

major concerns for many supported employment participants (Wehman and Kregel 

1995:286). The authors suggested that conversion of day programs to integrated work 

options, expansion of program capacity, consumer choice preference and self-

determination as well as meaningful employment outcomes are some issues to be 

addressed (Wehman, West, & Kregel: 1999:13-14).   

 

In the UK, self-advocacy courses or workshops are conducted by organisations such 

as Breakthrough to educate people about employment rights and sharing strategies for 

removing employment barriers (Breakthrough, 2008-2009:9). Wehman and Kregel 

also stressed that self-advocacy is essential to ensure that “consumers are able to seize 

control of their vocational destinies and make informed choices and decisions” 

(Wehman & Kregel 1995: 293). They advocated for supported employment to focus 

on careers rather than just jobs (1995:295). Wehman and Revell (2005:93) highlighted 

that employment services are fundamentally an individually driven process.  
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Services for people with disabilities in the US have experienced a great paradigm shift 

in the past three decades, with strong movements such as deinstitutionalisation and 

downsizing or closure of sheltered workshops. Wehman, Revell and Brooke 

(2003:163) aptly stated; “The use of supported employment, supported education, and 

supported living, when intertwined with the philosophical depth of self-determination, 

effectively marries supports as a programmatic strategy with self-determination as a 

philosophical foundation.” They also noted that people with disabilities have acquired 

a more significant voice via legal statutes and the advocacy movement in influencing 

the policies and services that affect their lives. These authors emphasised that values 

reflected in quality employment programmes should include “presumption of 

employment, person-centred control, wages, supports, interdependence, and 

connections within the community” (Wehman, Revell and Brooke, 2003:165). 

 

Citing Lister et al. 1992; Pozner & Hammond 1993; & Powell, 1991, Powell and 

Flynn (2005:405-406) reported in their paper that in the UK, supported employment 

was introduced in the late 1980‟s and early 1990‟s whereby ideas of „job coaching‟ 

and „systematic instruction‟ were imported from the US. They further reported that 

supported employment provided support for hundreds of people with learning 

disabilities annually by utilising government schemes such as „Workstep‟.  

 

Powell and Flynn commented (2005:406) in their research that supported employment 

has not been successful in the UK for two reasons: firstly, the agencies involved use 

the approach of „train then place‟ which defeats the innovatory „place and train‟ 

characteristics associated with supported employment; and secondly, the agencies, 

despite having the expertise to work with people with learning disabilities are not 

competent in working with employers. This has resulted in the number of people with 

learning disabilities entering paid employment remaining very low. Wilson (2003:99) 

also argued in his paper, that the influence of normalisation theory adopted in the UK 

and US for supported employment “fails to adequately address the consequences of 

impairment.” Wilson (2003:114) suggested that “A more careful appreciation of the 

nature and consequences of impairment in work situations is essential.” 

 

Supported employment has its success stories and challenges. According to a US 

national report, 33% of those leaving integrated employment found other community 

work, and 66% either returned to segregated facilities or waited at home (Murphy, 

Rogan, Handley, Kincaid, & Royce-Davis (2002:36). These authors conducted a 

research with 16 individuals working in supported employment. They found that 

many indicated that the changeover from segregated employment had held broader 

meaning, namely, enhanced freedom of choice and opportunity (Murphy, Rogan, 

Handley, Kincaid, & Royce-Davis 2002:37).  

 

O‟Brien and Dempsey (2004:134) concluded in their research that experience in 

Australia and in other countries has shown that many people with disabilities can 
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succeed in the open labour market if they are given the opportunity and support to do 

so. They observed that this significantly improves the independence and quality of life 

of people with disabilities and reduces the cost of government‟s service provision, 

especially of institutional alternatives. Successful supported employment programmes 

have the potential to create real employment opportunities for many people with 

disabilities. Schur (2002:347) suggested that increased employment will significantly 

reduce the economic and social disparities faced by people with disabilities. It will 

instead help them “gain economic security and become more fully integrated and 

engaged in mainstream society.” 

 

In the Asian region, Japan pioneered supported employment services in the 1980‟s.  

According to Ogawa (2007), there is a comprehensive system in Japan to support 

people with disabilities, including those with severe disabilities, to work in the open 

labour market. The Job Coach System is set up to assist people with disabilities. This 

system is funded by local government. In Tokyo, there are 18 societies that provide 

employment services and job coaches for people with disabilities. Nonaka (2007) 

reported that 517,000 persons with disabilities work in the open labour market. 3,000 

work in 110 welfare workshops, 75,000 work in 2000 sheltered workshops, 5,000 in 

300 small size sheltered workshops and 84,000 work in community based small size 

workshops.  

 

3.1.1 Job Coach and Natural Support 

 

Mank, Cioffi and Yovanoff, (2000:506) explained that organisations that 

offersupported employment services provide job coaches or employment training 

specialists to perform an initial job analysis and then train and provide ongoing direct 

support to ensure sustainability employment. Their research found that good job 

matching and provision of co-worker training are essential to the creation of effective 

support outcomes. 

  

The term „natural support‟ refers to support from employers and co-workers, which is 

used most often in the job training and monitoring phases of supported employment. 

According to a research survey with 385 supported employment provider agencies, 

natural support is a vital aspect of supported employment (West, Kregel, Hernandez 

and Hock, 1997:175).  A majority of the respondents indicated that natural support 

strategies are highly effective. Wehman and Revell (2005:99) are of the opinion that 

families and friends are also powerful mediators of job placements, “sometimes much 

more so than paid employment counsellors.” 

 

3.1.2 Social Inclusion 

 

Hagner, Butterworth and Keith (1995:110, 118 & 119) stressed that social inclusion is 

an important aspect of job satisfaction. They suggested that attention should be given 
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to issues of friendships for individuals with severe disabilities, including the processes 

by which individuals can be assisted to build and maintain a network of friends in the 

community. Their research also found that families and friends appeared to be largely 

undervalued as support resources.  

 

Although countries such as Sweden have successfully included large numbers of 

people into the open labour market, O‟Brien and Dempsey (2004:133) argued that 

“this may not have improved the attitude of employers to people with a disability. The 

comprehensive use of long-term subsidies may reinforce negative perceptions held by 

employers that people with disabilities are less valuable than other workers.” O‟Brien 

and Demsey suggested that changing attitudes through improved job matching and the 

promotion of workers with disabilities as “productive and valuable employees,” may 

have more long-term impact than just providing financial incentives. 

 

In agreement with the findings of Wehman and Kregel (1995), Chadsey-Rusch, 

Linneman and Rylance (1997), Petrovski and Gleeson (1997), Schur (2002) and 

several other researchers, Wistow and Schneider (2003:173) commented that the 

target for people with learning disabilities to lead full and purposeful lives within their 

community and to develop a range of friendships, activities and relationships, seems 

to be attainable in some work contexts; however, “...this possibility is not universal. 

Some people felt isolated, bullied and unhappy at times.” They noted that such 

situations were more common when people felt that they had little control over the 

nature of the job, lacked adequate supervision and when there were few natural 

supports in place.  

 

Based on a research in the north-west of England, Gosling and Cotterill (2000:1002), 

adjusted vocabulary from „integration‟ and „normalisation‟ to „social inclusion‟ and 

„citizenship‟, indicating “a greater commitment to equalising opportunities.” In 

practice however, they argued that “social, economic, political and attitudinal 

obstacles persist which frustrate social care services‟ attempts to create, or enable 

users to find and take up, inclusive employment opportunities.” 

 

In support of Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004 and Muller et al., 2003, Hendricks and 

Wehman (2009:81) stressed that vocational success is not contingent on completing 

job duties but lies in the social aspect of employment. Wistow and Schneider 

(2003:173) suggested that “supported employment requires systemic change to be 

able to promote social inclusion through employment”. Essential interrelated factors 

recommended by these authors are: 1. greater opportunities to work; 2. greater choice 

in the type of job; 3. opportunities for training and career progression; 4. fostering 

social integration at work; 5. continuing support at work as required; 6. increased 

understanding on the part of employers and colleagues; and 7. challenging cultures of 

exclusion in other aspects of life. 
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3.2 Sheltered Employment 

 

O‟Brien and Dempsey (2004) conducted a comparative analysis of employment 

services for people with disabilities in Australia, Finland and Sweden. Their report 

provides useful information for other countries, considering improvement of 

employment services for people with disabilities. Reports on sheltered workshops in 

these countries c can contribute new understanding to developing countries, providing 

models for them to emulate. O‟Brien and Dempsey found that the work activities at 

sheltered workshops in these 3 countries were quite similar, activities such as 

packaging, woodwork, sewing, assembly, and light manufacturing. 

 

In Finland (O‟Brien and Dempsey, 2004:128), by year 2000, approximately 14,000 

people were working in sheltered workshops and 3,000 in integrated sheltered 

employment. Sheltered employment is the largest and most common employment 

option for people with disabilities.  

 

In Sweden, SAMHALL, a government-own group of companies, is responsible for 

the majority of sheltered employment. O‟Brien and Dampsey (2004:131) reported that 

by 2001, SAMHALL employed 26,500 people, of whom 93% had an occupational 

disability. Employees receive a salary equal to labour market norms, personal 

development support and training. SAMHALL generated revenue of €927 million in 

2002, of which half came from the central government and half from its business 

activities. The grant from the central government covers 85-90% of the wages paid to 

employees. Employment services for people with disabilities has been meaningfully 

provided because of the financial commitment made by the Swedish Government.  

 

In Australia, O‟Brien and Dampsey (2004:132) reported that the Disability Services 

Act (1986) was expected to lead to the closure of Australian sheltered workshops and 

to move people with disabilities into the open labour market. Although closure did not 

happen, sheltered workshops have declined in number. By 1993, there were 24,276 

people with disabilities working in sheltered employment and the number further 

declined to 17,191 by 2001.  

 

One major concern raised by specialists in all three countries is the demise of low-

skilled jobs which traditionally have attracted people with learning disabilities 

(O‟Brien and Dampsey, 2004:134). They suggested that improving levels of 

education and training and giving people with disabilities life-long learning should be 

given greater consideration.  

 

In Sweden, the right to participate in day activities, including work, is guaranteed by 

legislation for people with learning disabilities and autism spectrum disorders, if they 

are not in education. The right to day placement for people with learning disabilities 

also exists in Finland. These activities, however, are provided in day centres which 
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were largely phased out in Australia from the late 1980‟s. It was noted by Brien and 

Dempsey (2004:134) that, even in these countries that have experienced healthy 

economies and high standards of living, many people with disabilities are not able to 

access the supports they require to participate fully in the open labour market. These 

authors concluded that “...this highlights a major challenge for nations with 

developing and transitional economies...to create a comprehensive range of 

employment options for people with disabilities.”  

 

3.3 Social Enterprise and Social Firms 

 

„Social Firms‟ and „Social Enterprises‟ are defined as businesses created for the 

employment of people with a disability or other job seekers disadvantaged in the open 

labour market (O‟Brien and Dempsey 2004:129). The development of social firms 

and social enterprises, as alternatives to traditional sheltered workshops, has gained a 

great deal of popularity throughout Europe. However, some critics see social firms as 

a way of rebadging sheltered workshops without really addressing the concerns of 

segregation and low wages. 

 

Dees (1998:60) is of the opinion that a social enterprise is commercial to the extent 

that it operates like a business in the ways it acquires its resources and distributes its 

goods and services. He observes that the more commercial an organisation, the less it 

relies on philanthropy and suggests that social enterprises should combine commercial 

and philanthropic elements in a productive balance. 

 

In the UK, social firms were established in the late 1990‟s to overcome 

unemployment and replace the unproductive day centres that were losing popularity 

amongst people with learning disabilities. The social firm movement has been 

spearheaded by Social Firms UK according to Powell and Flynn (2005:406). Social 

firms depend on public awareness that encourages the public to support such 

enterprises by purchasing products produced by these firms. It was noted by these 

researchers that there are many overwhelming obstacles to social firm development 

due to restrictions created by legislation and regulation. Social firms which are 

enterprising and income generating have a positive future but the success of social 

firms has yet to have an impact on day services (Powell and Flynn 2005:413).  

 

Ng (2003) reported that, in a case study on MINDS, a social welfare agency in 

Singapore offering services for people with learning disabilities of IQ 50 and below, 

achieved success rates in open employment of only 5%. According to Ng, Social 

Enterprises have marked a milestone in Singapore‟s social service scene. “Such 

enterprises offer an effective platform for training and developing the work and social 

skills of the Intellectually Disabled persons, and raising their self-esteem...”, Ng 

suggested, observing that the public sector plays an important role in supporting these 

enterprises by purchasing their products, as practiced in Taiwan. 
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3.4 Transition from School to Employment 

 

In the US, Brooke, Revell and Wehman (2009:58) noted that the focus on academic 

development within the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 places potential limitations 

on time available for life-skills instruction and coordination, including employment. 

Transition plans, they believe, “must address a variety of skills and services necessary 

for the student with a disability so that he can live successfully in the community after 

leaving school.” 

 

Harvey (2001:110) reported that special education students who had quality 

vocational training in high school were less likely to drop out and more likely to be 

employed competitively after leaving school. Schools should promote opportunities 

for comprehensive career awareness and should connect the curriculum to skills 

needed in the labour market (ibid 111). Vocational-technical education should be 

seriously considered as part of a student‟s course of study in transitional planning by 

the Individualised Education Programme (IEP) team which should include the 

educators, students and parents. Harvey (2001:112) also suggested “Special educators 

should foster strong relationships with parents and their students to develop realistic 

transitional plans that keep students in school working toward positive post-school 

outcomes.” He concluded that secondary vocational-technical education can be a 

logical approach to preventing high school students with special needs from dropping 

out.  

 

Postsecondary education is considered as key to better careers and futures among 

individuals with disabilities, according to Price-Ellingstad and Berry (1999/2000:6). 

These authors emphasised that interagency coordination, universal design, and 

transition planning for students with disabilities are important in helping prepare 

students with disabilities to gain access to postsecondary education and employment 

success. 

 

Taylor, McGilloway, and Donnelly (2004:98), in their research entitled Preparing 

Young Adults with Disabilities for Employment, support the view that “supported 

employment is more effective than prevocational training alone in helping people 

with severe mental health problems to obtain work.” Wehman (2002:195) proposed to 

the US federal and state agencies that they expand the use of mechanisms that 

encourage joint funding of career development and work experience and that these 

mechanisms begin early in the educational process for youth with disabilities. Citing 

Reis, Neu, and McGuire (1997), Wehman (ibid 195) noted, “It has been empirically 

established that there are positive relationships among disability, level of education, 

and adult employment.” He proposed that students with disabilities be given more 

access to post-secondary education. 
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3.5 Life Skills 

 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines „life-skills‟ as abilities for adaptive 

and positive behaviours that enable individuals to deal effectively with the demands 

and challenges of everyday life (World Health Organisation, 1997:1).  

 

Life-skills include the competencies essential for independent living, successful 

community integration and quality living (Kishore, 2010:114). Life-skills, according 

to Kishore (2010:114), include problem-solving skills, decision-making skills, 

communication and interpersonal skills, self-awareness, empathy, coping with stress, 

leisure and recreational skills. Kishore considered that livelihood skills are related to 

occupational skills or productive abilities that can help in gaining employment.  

 

Livelihood skills include reading, numeracy, technical and practical skills that are 

usually taught in school (World Health Organisation, 1997). Kishore suggested that, 

“If not taught with a practical orientation individuals with a learning disability will 

fail to apply these in real life.” He also argued that, with livelihood skills, a person 

might indeed get a job, but may lack life skills such as problem-solving and 

interpersonal skills that are essential to sustaining a job. 

 

3.6 Policies  

 

O‟Brien and Dempsey (2004:130) reported that Sweden has the highest participation 

rate of people with occupational disabilities among Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries. The goal of Swedish disability 

policy is full participation and equality for all its citizens. In 1999, legislation was 

introduced which prohibits discrimination in the labour market on the basis of 

disability.  The number of people with occupational disabilities registered as 

unemployed dropped from 32,800 in 2000 to 16,800 in 2002. However, it was 

reported that, by 2004, only 22% of people with disabilities were working in the open 

labour market.  

 

In the UK, the White Paper, Valuing People (Department of Health 2001:84) aims to 

enable “more people with learning disabilities to participate in all forms of 

employment, wherever possible in paid work”. The White Paper (ibid, 14) states that 

“people with learning disabilities are amongst the most socially excluded and 

vulnerable groups in Britain.” It was reported that less than 10% of these people are in 

some form of employment (ibid, 20).   

 

In the US, there is clear evidence that the enactment of laws such as the Individuals 

Disability Education Act (IDEA) and the American Disability Act (ADA) in 1990 has 

contributed to significant progress in the quality of special education and related 

services for students with disabilities (Price-Ellingstad and Berry, 1999/2000:2). 
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These laws have resulted in a greater emphasis on effective teaching and learning 

strategies for individuals with disabilities. IDEA 1997 also established the 

requirement that a statement of transition services be included in the Individualised 

Education Programme (IEP). The Rehabilitation Act in 1973 has, in the past few 

decades, resulted in the government of US providing funds and services to ensure 

better vocational rehabilitation and employment services. 

 

3.7 Summary 

 

This review has provided much information on some good practices of employment 

services for people with learning disabilities, practices that enable them to have better 

access to employment be it in sheltered employment, social firms or within the labour 

market. The history of supported employment in the US can serve as an informative 

background for any country that is exploring supported employment. Though it has 

challenges yet to be solved, such as social inclusion, supported employment has 

nevertheless been instrumental in providing employment opportunities for many 

people with learning disabilities. 

 

Education, vocational training and policies are three important factors that will impact 

on the employment readiness and employment opportunities for people with complex 

disabilities. Relevant policies are needed to ensure that people nationwide benefit 

from employment services provided by the government. Good policies will also create 

public awareness that will lead to a caring society that includes people with 

disabilities in the community without discrimination.  

 

4. Research Methods 

 

This study engaged in qualitative approach. The main research approach was 

unstructured, in-depth interviews with purposeful sampling. The research process 

included interviewing: managers of agencies who provided employment services; 

managers and staff of advocacy service centres; social firm managers; adults with 

learning disabilities who were employed in open employment; adults with learning 

disabilities who were working in sheltered employment or under vocational training; 

and academics who had experience in research in disability studies. There were a total 

of 26 participants including 7 adults with learning disabilities. All names used in this 

report are pseudonyms.  

 

This research has also included observations of how employment services, education 

and policies have affected the employment experiences of people with learning 

disabilities. Documented analysis such as studies of related policies, transition 

programmes, vocational training programmes and job coaching programmes are also 

part of the research method.  
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A record file was used during the field study to retain observations made during the 

field visits. Notes taken were revised to maintain an accurate recording of 

information. Key points were recorded during interviews, besides audio recordings 

and approved photographs. Written consent was obtained from each participant before 

interviews. 

 

Data analysis in qualitative studies is an ongoing process. Findings are generated and 

systematically built into the process of gathering data (Mertens, 2005). Analysis was 

directed at how employment services in the UK could be practiced in the Malaysian 

context.  

 

Table 2: Research Participants 

No of 

Participants 

Occupation/Role and Pseudonym  Place of 

Employment/Residence 

6 academics: 

professor, 

lecturer and 

researcher 

1 professor (Edwin) 

Psychology Department  

1 senior lecturer (Chris)  

senior lecturer, Faculty of Health, Social 

Care & Education (Interviewed 2009) 

Senior lecturer (Adrienne) 

Department of Social Work 

(Interviewed 2009) 

Lecturer and programme leader  (Frank) 

learning disabilities studies programme 

(Interviewed 2009) 

First year programme manager  (Lydia) 

learning disabilities studies degree 

(Interviewed 2009) 

Leverhulme Researcher Fellow (Jazmyn) 

Experiential Landscape (research work 

involves teenagers and adults with learning 

disabilities) 

Manchester City 

 

 

Manchester City 

 

 

 

 

Manchester City 

 

 

 

Manchester City 

 

 

 

Manchester City 

 

 

 

Sheffield City 

 

1 Master 

Degree student 

in Social Work 

– under 

practical 

training at a 

special school  

Masters Degree student (Cynthia) 

Student of a university in Manchester 

High Peak, Derbyshire 
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7 Adults with 

learning 

disabilities 

 

3 trainees of a person-centred educational 

and vocational training centre (Luke, 

Robert and Nellie) 

 

3 members and staff of a self-advocacy 

group (Sean, Larry and Christie) 

1 client of an independent employment 

advocacy centre (Claudia)                                                           

 

Norton, Sheffield 

 

 

 

Cheetham Hill, 

Manchester  

 

Ardwick, Manchester 

8 practitioners 

& service 

managers 

 

Manager, supported employment service 

(Kristine)      

Team leader, transitions Support service 

(Mabel) 

Head of operations, supported employment 

service (Kent) 

Lead officer, supported employment 

service (Sandra) 

Manager of a park cafe (Gillian) 

Operations manager , person-centred 

educational and vocational training centre 

(Keith)  
 

Occupational Therapy clinical leader, 

person-centred educational and vocational 

training centre (Andrew) 

 

Occupational Therapist, person Training 

centre (Joyce) 

 

High Peak, Derbyshire 

 

Central Milton Keynes, 

Buckinghamshire 

SalfordTameside, Greater 

Manchester 

Tameside, Greater 

Manchester 

Norton, Sheffield 

 

 

 

 

Norton, Sheffield 

 

 

 

Norton, Sheffield 

5 staff of  an 

advocacy 

service centre 

and 

employment 

advocacy 

centre 

Manager of an advocacy service centre   

(Michael) 

Coordinator of an advocacy service (Eliz) 

Mental Health Department     

Self-advocacy and information worker of 

an employment advocacy centre  (Tricia) 

Administrator of an employment advocacy 

centre (Dorothy)            

Part-time support staff of a self-advocacy 

centre (Alex) 

Buxton, Derbyshire 

 

 

Buxton, Derbyshire 

 

 

Ardwick, Manchester 

 

 

 

Ardwick, Manchester 

 

 

Cheetham Hill, 

Manchester 
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5.  Data Analysis 

 

The findings of this research are derived from interviews, studies of documents and 

observations in the UK. Though this is not a comprehensive study, the findings have 

some important messages and lessons about employment services in the UK.  

 

5.1 Policies 

 

The Minister of Care Services and the Minister of Disabled People clearly stated in 

the forward of Valuing Employment Now (Department of Health, 2009) that Valuing 

People Now emphasised that people with learning disabilities are entitled to “the same 

aspirations and life chances as other people, including the opportunity to work.”  As a 

commitment to enforcing the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1995, the 

government of UK has placed significant focus on improving the quality of life for 

people with learning disabilities. Valuing People was published in 2001. This White 

Paper sets out how the Government will provide new opportunities for children and 

adults with learning disabilities and their families to live full and independent lives as 

part of their local communities. Valuing People Now was endorsed to ensure that 

policies made in the White Paper, Valuing People (Department of Health, 2001) were 

evaluated and reinforced with better strategies to improve the socio-economic 

situation of people with learning disabilities.   

 

Edwin, a Professor of Psychology of a University in Manchester, commented that 

“...there are a lot of good policies but to change the heart and mind of people is 

difficult.” Though much effort has been made by the government of UK to improve 

the employment situation of people with learning disabilities, the employment rate of 

this group of the population has not reached a desirable level. Valuing Employment 

Now (ibid, 12) confirmed this observation: 

 

“We need a dedicated employment strategy for people with learning 

disabilities because they have not benefited from the progress made for 

disabled people generally. While the employment rate of disabled people in 

Britain overall has risen steadily, that of people with learning disabilities is 

much lower – just 10% for people receiving adult services. This represents a 

waste of talent and opportunity for people with learning disabilities, employers 

and our wider economy and society.” 

Valuing Employment Now (ibid, 13) promotes real jobs in the open labour market; 

maintaining that volunteering or work experience should not be a permanent work 

approach but only a lead to “genuine pathways to real work.” The document also 

stressed that people with profound and complex disabilities should not be excluded 

from the world of work as “International evidence has noted that it is possible for 

everyone to make an economic contribution.” The goal of the employment strategy is 
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to increase radically the number of people with moderate and severe learning 

disabilities in employment by 2025: 

 

“The government wants as many as possible of these jobs to be at least 16 

hours a week. We aspire to close the gap between the employment rate of 

people with moderate and severe learning disabilities and that of the disabled 

population as a whole. The current employment rate for disabled people as a 

whole is 48%. Closing this gap in today‟s terms would mean 48% of people 

with moderate and severe learning disabilities in real jobs – or, in England, 

around 45,000 more people with moderate and severe learning disabilities in 

employment that we believe is currently the case.” 

 

To achieve the above goal, changes in a number of key areas were highlighted in 

Valuing Employment Now (ibid, 14): 

 

1. Growing the presumption of employability; 

2. Joint working (between statutory, voluntary and private agencies) to create 

employment paths for individuals; 

3. Better work preparation at school, college and adult learning; 

4. The role of personal budgets and social care; 

5. Increasing high quality job coaching; 

6. Clearing up confusion about the benefits system; 

7. Promoting self-employment; 

8. Encouraging employers to see the business case; 

9. Transport to get to work; 

10. Addressing barriers with where people live; 

11. Better support for the most excluded adults with learning disabilities;  

12. People with learning disabilities and their families leading the way; and 

13. Better data and performance management. 

 

In committing to achieve the employment strategy goals, the UK government revised 

policies and increased budgets or reallocated funding where necessary for each of 

these areas. For example, in order to increase high quality job coaching to address the 

shortage of skilled job coaches, the government will publish and consider how to 

accredit quality standards. To address the funding gap, the government will encourage 

local authorities to refocus some expenditure on supported employment. The 

Department for Work and Pensions is also changing the Access to Work fund so that 

it better supports job coaching (ibid, 15).  

 

The proactive measures that are clearly published in Valuing People (Department of 

Health, 2001), Special Education Needs (Department of Education, 2001), Valuing 

People Now (Department of Health, 2009) and Valuing Employment Now 

(Department of Health, 2009) are evidence of the commitment of the UK government 
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to making real changes to combat situations that hinder the progress of people with 

learning disabilities. It is not only about changing policies and legislation but also 

about taking dynamic actions for reform.  

 

However, in spite of all the efforts made by the UK government, Fripp (2005:546) 

strongly critiqued the performance indicators associated with Valuing People, noting 

that they are not accompanied by rigorous monitoring or by extra resources that 

provide the means to achieve the goals:  

 

“Given unemployment rates of over 90% for people with learning difficulties, 

this represents an inadequate response to a situation which is at odds with the 

vision and principles of Valuing People and would, in any other population, be 

considered a national scandal.”  

 

Based on results of evaluation, changes were made in Valuing People Now and 

Valuing Employment Now to improve the areas where policies and implementation 

plans were not carried out successfully. The successes of the new plans and strategies 

have yet to be proven.  

 

The Department of Work and Pensions has confirmed that the Government of UK has 

now confirmed their intention to introduce the Work Choice Programme from 25 

October 2010. Work Choice has the following key principles:  

 

1. A greater focus on those who need specialist support; 

2. Less prescription and greater flexibility; 

3. Better links between elements of provision; 

4. Better consistency and quality of provision; 

5. Provision for all types of disability; 

6. More opportunity for the customer to exercise choice and control; 

7. A greater focus on job entries; 

8. Improved support for people in either employment or self employment;  

9. Improved progression to unsupported employment; and 

10. Achieving potential within longer-term supported employment. 
 

Kent, the Head of Operations of a supported employment service in Salford, 

suggested that these changes have positive outcomes. However he expressed his 

concern “that people with severe disabilities will not truly benefit.”   

 

Though the UK Government has made significant changes for people with learning 

disabilities through policies since the endorsement of Valuing People in 2001, there is 

still much room for improvement in the aspect of employment. This research has 

recorded some critiques and recommendations for the government that would improve 

the situation.  
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5.2 Employment Services 

 

Vocational services that are available in UK include transition programmes, 

vocational training, employment advocacy and supported employment services which 

cover a wide range of services such as job preparation, benefits advice, job placement, 

job coaching and development of natural supports. 

 

Since supported employment was introduced in the 1980‟s, employment services for 

people with learning disabilities in the UK have been given greater attention.  This 

has led to the development of a wide range of services that support people with 

learning disabilities to access better employment opportunities in more inclusive 

approaches and to counter institutionalisation and segregation.    

 

5.2.1 Transition Programme 

 

Valuing People asserts that people with learning disabilities should have the same 

rights and opportunities as everyone else with regards to post-16 education. There are 

many organisations that encourage person-centred planning and cross-agency 

interaction in helping people with learning disabilities in their transition from post-16 

education. 

 

Mabel, the team leader of a transition support service from Central Milton Keynes, 

Buckinghamshire, explained that her organisation is committed to enabling people to 

take control of their support and to self-direct in line with the current national 

personalisation agenda: 

  

“It is an enterprise that provides brokerage support and finds service solutions 

(for) people, often with complex needs, who are facing changes in their lives. 

The facilitators work with the person, their family and their funding authority 

to go through an assessment, establish an indicative amount of funding, create 

a support plan and then put the plan into action. The service is devised to assist 

disabled young people achieve personalised solutions as they make the 

transition from children‟s services to adult life.” 

 

Funding for this organisation comes from the local authority. The organisation 

operates in 22 counties, some with only 1 staff; some with 5. The organisation helps 

young people to think about where they want to live, where they want to work, helps 

them make plans for their lives and looks at what they are good at and what other 

people think they are good at. Most of the young people are aged 16 and above. 

Mabel noted that many do not know about funding that is available to them. Most 

people have low expectations and think that the only option is a 5 day service centre, 

Mabel noted, “They don‟t have a good understanding of what is happening in adult 

services.” Many of their clients do not use words. They are often labelled as having 

complex disabilities. Mabel further reported: 
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“In terms of employment, many of those we work with are not able to work in 

a paid job. Usually they will be engaged in a voluntary job – but they may 

work with the will to be in a paid job one day. But, they have to go on 

knocking on doors. In these 2 years of service, we have placed 12 into 

voluntary work. None got a paid job. Some are referred to supported 

employment. Some might go into day services or sheltered employment.  
 

The outcome of this project is to look at a holistic approach. Some of them 

were away for 3 years in residential college and so are resettling back to home 

and what is next for them. We want to give people options in voluntary jobs 

for some exposure and to experience what work is about. We would like to see 

more people employed in the public sector, not just the private sector. This is a 

national issue where people have no options after school. Some get very 

frustrated. We should not just look at employment but look at support 

holistically.” 
 

Some organisations run 6 week to 3 months training programmes that help individuals 

to transit to work. Dorothy, the administrator of an employment advocacy centre in 

Ardwick, explained that they have a service that prepares people for work: 

 

“We have an employment centre. They have their training session done – 

skills training. For example, they learn to run a shop, price up goods, and they 

will be supported by a trainer. They also have an office environment – learn 

computer. They also learn driving, use a photocopy, etc. They are supported to 

do CV‟s. An employment officer will work one to one with clients; meet 

employers and find suitable jobs for clients – could be voluntary or full pay  

jobs. That‟s the employment side.” 

Most of the practitioners and service managers interviewed were familiar with 

Connexions.  Andrew, the Occupational Therapy Clinical Lead of a vocational 

training centre in Sheffield, explained that Connexions is a service for young people 

aged 13-19, living in England and wanting advice on getting to where they want to be 

in life. It also provides support for young people up to the age of 25 who have 

learning disabilities. The service is managed locally by the local Connexions service 

which brings together all the key youth support services. They give information, 

advice and practical help with issues related to areas such as school, college, work, 

personal or family life. They can also refer clients to specialist support if it is needed. 

5.2.2 Education and Vocational Training 

All participants in this research found that the education programme for students with 

learning disabilities in general lacked emphasis on preparing students for work. Most 

also suggested that college programmes for people with learning disabilities are not 

preparing people for real work. 
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Keith, the operations manager of a vocational training centre in Sheffield, has this 

opinion about school for people with learning disabilities:  

 

“There is no transition and training for employment in school. I think people 

who go to segregated education have more life skills and livelihood skills. I 

have not seen any really good evidence that Valuing People promotes 

inclusion. Many end up in day care – nice place, looked after, but no work.” 

 

Cynthia, a masters degree student in a university in Manchester, observed during her 

practical training:  

 

“Even in inclusive education they are being excluded. In school, social skills 

are not taught. It is heavy on academics. But if they are taught how to relate, 

this will improve the situation. This could help make inclusive education more 

successful. Students in inclusive education – they usually go to colleges after 

school. But they are just encouraged to stay in school and follow the 

programme of school national curriculum.  

 

In a special school I worked in, they do learn life skills but employment is not 

emphasised. Many go out of school without work experience. Though they are 

given some skills training like working in tuck shops, cleaning, etc there is no 

opportunity for them to experience working in a real environment. There is a 

college programme but it is just one or two days a week. Most parents prefer 

for them to be in school for a maximum stay possible, until they are 20.”   

 

Jazmyn, a researcher in a university in Sheffield, has this to say about people who 

have studied in mainstream schools: 

 

“I have met people who studied in the mainstream schools, but there is no 

actual integration - no social integration in mainstream schools. I have known 

people who have been to mainstream; they just fall out of school at 16.  The 

problem is when they are 16 and 18, if they haven‟t made progress to A 

Levels, they cross the road; they suddenly find there is no option for them; no 

opportunity for university or college like their peers. From personal 

experience with one guy I know, it makes him very alienated. His friends 

moved on and he fell back to a more dependent role on his parents and 

dependent environment. It is frustrating for many. There are only a few places 

where people can go for career development.” 

 

Jazmyn thinks that school has to be much more defined in transition and output for 

each student rather than assigning people to some kind of support services or day 

centres. She commented; “Employers are looking for young people with learning 

disabilities but there is not always support within it.” Valuing People has been 

instrumental but in practice there is not much progress yet. There are a lot of 
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transition programmes and interviews going on in schools, but the follow-up is weak. 

The expectation is not met.  

 

Jazmyn further commented that some students go for further education in college but 

this does not really lead to employment. People still go for further training after 

college. There are courses that run alongside other mainstream courses in some 

universities but it is still ‟specific separate‟ for people with learning disabilities.  

 

There are more opportunities in service industry courses. Jazmyn knows of a guy who 

undertook a course with National Vocation Qualification in tourism industry but he 

still finds it hard to cope: “Though he has a special tutor, he finds it hard to follow. He 

left. If they want to include people they have to make adaptation for them so they can 

follow the course.” 

 

Adrienne, a senior lecturer in the Social Work Department of a university in 

Manchester, noted that: 

 

“Not many universities provide programmes for further education for people 

with learning disabilities. Some colleges provide further education experience 

but it is not very progressive. Funding issues limit the development of these 

programmes. Only a few universities are forward thinking in providing 

opportunities for people with learning difficulties, for learning to be involved 

in some programmes; but very few. They sometimes provide short 6 week 

courses – which are not very progressive. Most of the courses are just a 

community programme. It is quite tokenistic; not enterprising.” 

 

Adrienne also observed that many day services have shut down with nothing to 

replace these services. In Personalisation, people are given money to direct their own 

life, but they do not know what to do with the money. There are no places or services 

to go to.  Adrienne commented that “There is hardly any option. Parents who are 

older do not see beyond day centres. But younger parents are looking at more options 

and possibly looking at finding a job for their children. They have aspirations.” 

 

Sandra, the lead officer of the supported employment service in Tameside, observed 

that people with learning disabilities are never questioned about what they would like 

to do when they grow up or when they leave school like other students: 

 

“People assume that they can‟t work. But, I think students should be given the 

option of employment. I don‟t think college programmes have much to offer 

people with learning disabilities. The provision is very much the same. They 

need something that has more practical job training.” 
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Kent commented that often people go to college and after college there is not much 

transition programming. He also agrees with other participants that in college there is 

no real emphasis on integration experiences. 

 

Kristine, the manager of the support employment service in Derbyshire, is also of the 

opinion that current education is quite sheltered.  Students are not exposed to real 

work. In her years of experience in this service, Kristine has observed that people are 

looking for services like theirs to prepare them for work:  

 

“We have to train them from scratch for work. But I would like to see that 

people are ready by the time they come to us. In some special schools, they are 

beginning to look into work options. But there is a long way to go.  

 

People who come to us are all from special education. People in the main 

stream usually do not go to day care – maybe (they are) just staying with 

parents and claiming benefits. There is no legislation that emphasises 

preparing people for work. Transition plans are usually health related or short 

term transition to work.” 

 

This research has found that adults with learning disabilities and the service providers 

are equally frustrated about education and vocational training. Robert, Nellie and 

Luke are trainees of a vocational training centre in Sheffield. Claudia works in a city 

council. Christie, Larry and Sean are staff of a self-advocacy organisation in 

Cheetham, Manchester.  

 

Comments recorded at a focus discussion in Sheffield: 

 

Robert:  “I went to college but there was no education; very boring. We do 

plastic things, building work with bricks. They did not teach me 

anything really useful.” 

 

Nellie:  “I went to college after school. I did cooking there. I didn‟t really 

enjoy it. I got bored. I did not stay there. Then I came to this vocational 

training centre and I like it here. I didn‟t think about work in college.” 

 

Luke:  “I didn‟t think about work either. We didn‟t talk about work in 

college.” 

 

Robert:  “People should work. All of us want to work; don‟t know about our 

friends we met in college; don‟t know if they are working.” 

 

Nellie:  “I never thought of working out there. I feel safer here. Out there, I 

have been called names before. I will get picked on. But it is lovely 

here. I come here by bus.” 
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Comments recorded at a focus discussion in Manchester: 

 

Christie:   “I went part-time mainstream and part-time segregated when I was in 

primary school. I went to college after school. I learnt foundation 

programmes in a mainstream college – a council college. I didn‟t learn 

much.” 

 

Larry: “I had a different experience. I went to boarding school for mainstream 

schooling. I was in big fight there. I didn‟t like school. Teachers were 

not so strict. We were allowed to do what we wanted. They should be 

strict. But they just allowed me to do my own thing. I had lots of 

friends. Then I moved from Yorkshire to another school; got myself in 

trouble. I then went to high school. Then I went into college and that 

didn‟t work either. I quit, then, got myself a tutor. I paid for that.”  

 

Sean:  (Sean has cerebral palsy and complex disabilities.) 

“When I work here, they paid for my wheelchair and my taxi fare so 

that I can get around. They also got me an accessible computer that is 

easier for me to use. I am happy working here.”  

 

Larry: “My first job was tough. Here, my main job is going out to visit 

members at their homes; asking about services that they receive; seeing 

if their support is working. We write down their situation, and we send 

a report to the commissioner of services. They will then go and inspect 

the services.”   

 

Christie:  “I found my job through Breakthrough Manchester. That‟s how I got 

my job here. They gave me training on IT and retail training.” 

 

Larry:  “There are staffs who are specialised in helping people with 

disabilities. Given a choice, most people want to work. But it is hard to 

find a job. Our work does not affect our benefits. I get more money 

than I used to. Since we started working here, the job centre helps me 

with my benefits. They make sure that I won‟t be worse off if I work. 

There is a calculation.  

 

I work with the contractors of NHS (National Health Service). They 

employ people with learning disabilities. It is a supported employment. 

I worked there for a few years. I had to work shifts. I was doing more 

manual jobs. I left them and came here and now I‟m working here.” 

 

Alex, a part-time staff member of the self-advocacy organisation in Cheetham, 

remarked that they do not have a record of how many of their members have paid 
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jobs. But, he observed that very few have a paid job.  He said that there are some 

people who learned general office duties. But, he is disappointed that even manual 

jobs are hard to come by. His opinion is that employers discriminate against people 

with learning disabilities. There is stigma. 

 

Claudia is in her 50‟s and had many years of working experience in open 

employment. She works in the city council and she is proud to be working,  

 

“I have a borderline disability of asperger, dyslexia and dyscalculia. Mine are 

non visual or hidden disabilities. When we go to work, many of us are put into 

cleaning work. I feel I don‟t have a choice. But, I would rather work than be 

on benefit.” 

 

Dorothy, the Administrator of an employment advocacy centre where Claudia is a 

client, is of the opinion that if Tricia is given a chance she could be a capable 

receptionist, with her good communication skills. But, she is not given a chance. 

 

Most vocational training centres in the UK offer more hands-on employment training 

compared to community colleges for people with learning disabilities. Joyce, a part-

time occupational therapist of a vocational training centre in Sheffield, gave the 

author a tour of their centre that is newly set up. There is a variety of work in this 

centre including horticulture, bakery, cooking, craft and wood work. The management 

of this centre is in the process of setting up a cafe and a gift shop. People can choose 

the work they prefer. “No trainee wants to leave here”, according to Joyce. But the 

aim of the centre is that trainees will leave so that other people can come in. Joyce 

remarked, “We hope they will move on from here. Government should have this kind 

of set up instead of colleges.”  

 

Andrew used to teach in a community college but is currently working in the same 

centre as Joyce. Andrew observed that:  

 

“Many people with learning disabilities go there (community college) till they 

are 20. They are just sitting in the room and doing academic worksheets – not 

real life training. That‟s why I left. There is no competency training. They 

don‟t get to choose; very limited choices. Subjects they teach are like cooking, 

craft – very basic. It is not relating to the real world. Those who go to college 

are usually those who have been to segregated education. Parents are just 

keeping them longer in school. They are not given enough opportunities to 

explore. We try to create more options here. We also partner with local 

universities to create more exposure to opportunities for our trainees.” 

 

The author also visited a vocational training centre in Irlam, Manchester that runs a 

garden centre and a cafe. The business seems good and there are more customers 
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during weekends especially, according to Kent. However, trainees are not paid 

because, whilst this centre is business oriented, its profits are insufficient to pay the 

trainees. It is stated in the brochure of this centre that it is, “...a specialist 

training/work development unit, which provides a service to adults with learning 

disabilities who wish to be trained in a genuine work environment”. This park aims to 

be a „stepping stone‟ to full-time employment, enabling people with learning 

disabilities to access jobs in open employment the same as everyone else. Work 

experience in this centre includes retail, landscaping, information technology, 

catering, janitorial work, horticulture and life skills. 

 

Kent suggested that such projects should be run by business trained personnel who 

probably would yield more income. According to Kent, there are many centres such 

as this throughout UK. But, most of these centres are run by social workers who may 

not have business skills. Kent also suggested that more effort should be made to 

enable additional trainees to work in open employment. Some trainees have been 

under training in this centre for many years. 

 

Photos taken at the Garden Centre at Irlam, Manchester 
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5.2.3 Supported Employment 

  

As noted by Powell and Flynn (2005:405-406), supported employment services 

started  in the 1980‟s and early 1990‟s in the UK. The UK government has invested 

much in the development of supported employment to fulfil its commitment to 

improving the  employment situation for people with learning disabilities. Many 

supported employment services have developed nationwide over the last 20 years. 

Kent, the Head of Operations of a supported employment service in Salford 

commented: 

 

“It is difficult to get an exact figure on how many supported employment 

agencies there are in the UK.  There are 179 Members of the British 

Association of Supported Employment Agencies (BASE). These are 

comprised of 27 in Scotland, 140 in England and 12 in Wales.  However, not 

all supported employment agencies are members of this organisation.  There 

are almost 400 local authorities in England. If we say that 75% of these have 

supported employment agencies that would give us a figure close to 300.” 

 

Kent‟s view was that supported employment is a real attempt to end institutionalised 

care. He observed, “In areas where you do not find supported employment you will 

find neglect.”  He reported that in Cornwall, a more rural area, there was a recent 

scandal in 2007 involving people with learning difficulties being abused in a large 

NHS Institution.  There are very few if any incidents like thisin the Greater 

Manchester, London or other urban areas where there is more support from local 

councils in the way of services.  
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Kent shared his experience in Salford: 

 

“We now get 5 to 6 jobs a month in Salford. I agree that it is difficult to get a 

paid job. Some people (service providers) are afraid to go into negotiation. 

Some are working in a kitchen several hours a week and some in 

supermarkets. Some may have very poor memories but with job coaching they 

can carry out their jobs.  

 

I am passionate about paid employment. We can do it if we wish to do it;; 

don‟t just talk about it; do it. Generally, employers are open. Industries that are 

open include retail shops, public hospitals, hotels with cleaning positions, 

pubs, etc. In hotels there are cleaning, kitchen and laundry jobs. Pay wise, it is 

the minimum wage; no discrimination. We negotiate about shifts and make 

adjustments under the Discrimination Act and employers are cooperative. I 

want employers to accept them because they think they can do work, not out 

of charity. 

 

The job coaches are paid by the disabled persons themselves and some by 

supported employment services. People with disabilities use their benefits and 

decide what they want to do. Job coaches are paid £15,000 a year; £10 per 

hour.  

 

There used to be a requirement for employers to take a certain number of 

people with disabilities but people with disabilities don‟t want that. They don‟t 

want the quota system. They want to be given a job based on human value – 

valuing the person to do the job. The person might be able to do 70% of the 

job but we try to convince employers to consider their ability.” 

 

The following example is a supported employment service in High Peak, Derbyshire 

that offers a transition programme (Get Ready for Work), counselling on welfare 

benefits, job placement and job coaching for persons with learning disabilities. This 

service is fully funded by a county council and is managed by the county‟s Adult 

Social Services Department.  

 

Each person referred to this service must be aged 18 and above, live in the county and 

have learning disabilities. The following is the Procedure of Recruitment and Get 

Ready for Work recorded in documents shared by Kristine, the manager of this 

employment service centre: 

 

Procedure of Recruitment: 

 

1. Home visit to each client referred, to establish eligibility. 
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2. If eligible, each referral will be offered a place on the „Get Ready to Work‟ 

course. They will be expected to complete the whole of the 12 sessions to be 

eligible for supported employment services. 

 

3. On completion of the course, each referral will be allocated a dedicated 

employment officer (EO) to work with. The EO will commence a personal 

profile to get to know the client and find out what the person wants or expects 

from the world of work, i.e. job training, paid employment or voluntary work. 

The EO will do a welfare benefits check to ensure all relevant benefits are 

being claimed and will direct anyone needing help to the appropriate service. 

 

4. The next step is job search. Again this could be paid work, work experience or 

voluntary work. The EO will help with CV‟s, job application forms, interview 

support, etc. 

 

5. Once placement is secured, the EO will do all necessary health and safety 

checks and assist with the risk assessments etc. The EO will learn the job 

alongside the client and provide one to one job support, gradually withdrawing 

until the client is able to complete all tasks unsupported. 

  

6. Again, the EO will advise on relevant benefits and contact any agencies 

already involved. 

  

7. Travel training service will also be provided to help the client become 

independent in travelling to and from the workplace. 

 

8. When the client becomes independent in work, the EO will continue to offer 

support to both the employer and employee and will maintain monitoring 

visits. 

 

 

Programme of Get Ready for Work  

 

Week 1 

Session 1: Introduction to the course 

  Course agreement 

  Ice breaker – get to know each other 

 

Session 2: World of work – looking at different jobs in different settings 

 

Week 2 

Session 3: What is work? Understanding what work is and what it means to have 

a job. 

 

Session 4: What to wear for work? 

 

Week 3 

Session 5: Personal hygiene in the work place 
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Session 6: Understanding team work 

  Understand considerate behaviours at work 

 

Week 4 

Session 7: Choices – what jobs would suit you at the present time 

 

Session 8: Where to look for work 

 

Week 5 

Session 9: Health and safety at work 

 

Session 10: Devising employer visit questions 

 

Week 6 

Session 11: Employer visit 

 

Session 12: Job Centre visit and meet the disability employment advisor 

 

Week 7 

Session 13: Employer visit feedback 

 

Session 14: Positive thinking – identify own strengths 

 

Week 8 

Session 15: What is a CV? 

 

Session 16: Writing a CV 

 

Week 9 

Session 17: Telephone practice – request an application pack 

 

Session 18: Complete a job application form 

 

Week 10 

Session 19: Equal opportunities awareness training 

 

Session 20: Preparing for a job interview 

 

Week 11 

Session 21: Interview practice 

 

Session 22: Interview feedback 

 

Week 12 

Session 23: Student and course evaluation 

 

Session 24: Social side of work – lunch out 
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The programmes offered at this employment service centre are well organised and 

look comprehensive at preparing people with learning disabilities for work. 

 

Kristine reported that supported employment services started in Derbyshire in 1998. 

According to her, the service has developed substantially over the years. She 

explained the process of support given: 

 

“At the end of 12 weeks training, the client gets a one to one employment 

officer. It is a person centred approach. That‟s when there is a backlog, a 

people waiting list. We don‟t have a bank of employers. If we identify a job, 

we go along with the person, help them with filling in the application form, 

interview process, preparing them for interview, finding out what they can do 

or want to do and then finding them a suitable job and going with them to the 

initial interview. We break the task into a smaller size; withdraw from support 

gradually when they are ready. We never close the case; keep it open and stay 

in touch with employers.  

 

People with learning disabilities, they like to say „yes‟ a lot but that‟s not what 

they can do all the time. We also discuss with them about benefits. We 

calculate with them so that they will not be much worse off by working. The 

benefit system is complex – depends how much they earn, what their needs 

are. Some people prefer to work, though they might get less money than 

they‟d get on benefits. People from day services are being institutionalised. In 

paid work, they find friends and have a working life.  

 

At the moment, there are 92 people in support, 31 are in paid work. Employers 

are more open now. We develop ways to ensure health and safety – to prepare 

people for work. They don‟t have to pay. We claim from the funding for 

people who come to us. We are paid by the Education Department when we 

support people at work. We are the only (such service) in Derbyshire County. 

There is also Mencap and other services but we are the only one supported by 

the council. We have targets to meet. The target is 72 placements per year. We 

meet only about 20 a year. We are still supporting people who have been with 

us for many years.  The majority are still unemployed. If they are not offered 

employment, they go colleges or day centres. Their families think that may be 

best for them.  

 

There are cleaning jobs, kitchen, supermarket; a few work in office jobs – 

lower skilled jobs. Factory work is for the more able ones. Factory work is 40 

hours a week; too tough for our people. People do prepare themselves to work 

in such jobs.   

 

People with learning disabilities in their 30‟s and 40‟s; they think the day 

centre is for them. The younger ones have more expectations. Younger parents 

want more for their kids. Younger parents are different. They come from more 

inclusive education. Younger parents want more than just a day centre. Even 

in employment they want them to have a more ordinary life. The government 

is changing the policies on benefits to encourage more people to work. 
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Their sustainability in employment is better than most other people. Some of 

them will stay for a long, long time. Some have worked for 30 years. I think 

Mencap has reported that people with learning disabilities tend to have more 

staying power.”  

 

Kristine reported that they have 5 staff in their organisation. However, she is 

concerned that staff only need to have some experience. They don‟t require even a 

National Vocational Qualification. There is no social work training qualification 

needed. The lack of training amongst staff may affect the quality of support given to 

clients. 

 

Supported employment is highly promoted in the UK. Sandra, the lead officer of the 

supported employment services at Tameside, observed that, “Supported employment 

services nationwide show that people with learning disabilities have a lot to offer if 

given the opportunity. They are loyal at work and they appreciate their work. It is 

staff intensive but it is a worthwhile investment.” She also noted that in the 20 years 

since supported employment started, there have been many people placed into 

employment. Her service centre is supporting about 300 people currently. She 

reported that “success rates in employment through this service are quite high.”  

 

Professor Edwin also agrees that supported employment has had a lot of successes. He 

quoted some success stories of those who had benefited from supported employment. 

They are still working after many years. He hopes that supported employment will be 

“reborn again” through the new review on support by the present government.  

 

In Tameside, the supported employment service centre also runs a park cafe that 

provides employment training for clients. Most people attend day services, special 

schools or college before they join the programme. The organisation partners with a 

college where people go to college for one or two days for theory and are attached to 

the cafe for practical learning. There are 25 people under training in this cafe. They 

usually work two or three days a week. The cafe offers skills training and assesses the 

talents of clients; finds out what people would like to do and places them for 

employment when they are ready. Currently, the cafe has four clients on work 

placement. This organisation also offers garden services and a furniture workshop that 

provides employment training. 

 

The manager of the cafe, Gillian, explained that there are various jobs in the cafe 

which include retail, recycling, caretaking or handyman jobs, catering, office work 

and gardening. They have 5 paid staff in the cafe – a chef, kitchen staff and front area 

staff. Staff recruited are required to have experience in working with people with 

learning disabilities and also have catering skills. Some of the staff are young people 

who work as peers with the trainees. 

 

Photos taken at the Park Cafe 
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Training to do Garden Services at the Park 

 
 

According to Sandra and Gillian, staff of this cafe are paid very well. They are 

Tameside Council staff. Income here is about £2000 a week. They reported that:  
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“The price of our products is at market rate. We do catering for parties.  

But we don‟t break even. The idea is not to be a profit-making enterprise but a 

training centre. We get our funding from the council. We are all local 

authority staff. In terms of job security, staff are taken care of but it is not 

always easy. There are different challenges. We have plans to replicate this 

model. There are other cafes but we take it a bit further. Nobody has done this 

before. So we have to learn from experience of setting up. Social firms and 

enterprises are the step forward. But the challenge is the high income you have 

to generate in order to function. Our idea here is to send people out to work. 

This is a person centred approach. We consult the clients in the setting up of 

this project.”  

 

This research finds that dynamics of supported employment services differ from 

centre to centre although there are some standard methods of support. Most of these 

centres try their best to be relevant and effective in helping people find sustainable 

employment. Challenges seem to differ from place to place. People who come from 

districts closer to the city, like Tameside and Salford, tend to have more employment 

opportunities than those in smaller towns such as Derbyshire and Irlam. Negotiation 

skills of the service providers could also be a factor that determines the number of 

jobs offered, as observed by Kent. In general, although the UK government has 

invested much in supported employment nationwide, paid employment opportunities 

are still limited and employment rates remain very low. Only 10% of people with 

learning disabilities are receiving adult employment services (Valuing Employment 

Now, 2009:12). 

 

5.2.4 Sheltered Employment  

 

Since supported employment services were introduced, sheltered employment is on 

the decline. Kent, who was one of the pioneers involved in supported employment, 

recounted that there were lots of like-minded people who moved on to challenge the 

idea of day centres and sheltered employment. Based on his many years of working 

experience amongst people with learning disabilities, he shared his view of history 

and the decline of sheltered employment in the UK:  

 

“Sheltered Workshops are on the decline now in the UK. Remploy was the 

major provider but they are now changing to providing supported employment 

as we do, although there is some unrest from some people with disabilities 

who have been working there a long time.   

 

Remploy was founded in the 1930's to establish sheltered workshops.  The 

government at the time was observing the effects of the Spanish Civil War and 

could see that it wouldn't be too long before the UK would be fully engaged 

with the War in Germany; hence they anticipated many people would be 

coming back from the conflict with major injuries.  Sadly, the situation is still 
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the same with young people coming back from Afghanistan and Iraq with 

similar injuries. 

  

People within the Remploy sheltered workshops were paid the going wages 

and they had generous pension entitlements. That is why there is some unrest 

about the end of this provision. I know that Remploy have closed some 

workshops and I think that there are two left in operation.  

  

Supported Employment commenced in the 1980's here in the UK with 

MENCAP Pathways pioneering change for people with learning difficulties.  

Pathway officers were employed in some areas of the UK and services were 

taken over by the local authorities. That is how we had the growth in agencies, 

as the value of employment as an alternative service was realised.  Remploy 

became quite uncomfortable about this and they changed their name from 

„Sheltered Employment‟ to „Supported Employment‟ but nothing changed 

within the workshops.” 

  

In the 1990's it was evident that changes were coming and Remploy began to 

diversify.  They had managed teams of people with disabilities undertaking 

hotel cleaning, window manufacturing and cleaning aeroplanes at airports.  

However these schemes still managed groups and not individuals.  It has only 

been very recently that they have started to work in similar ways to supported 

employment services. 

  

Remploy still have a large amount of government funding and they are getting 

involved with large employers in an attempt to gain sole contracts to manage 

people with disabilities.  This has been to the detriment of people with 

learning difficulties who are now finding it hard to gain access to these 

employers.  Remploy have neither the experience nor the structure of job 

coaches to support people adequately. 

  

The government has recently introduced Work Choice which is due to start in 

October.  This moves the prime responsibility from local authorities to prime 

contractors who will be working with Shaw Trust as sub- contractors.  

Although these changes have positive outcomes, I am concerned that people 

with severe disabilities will not truly benefit.”  

 

Kent explained very clearly how sheltered employment started and how it became 

unpopular. Alternative services such as supported employment are much preferred by 

persons with disabilities and their parents. Kent welcomes the latest approach, Work 

Choices, implemented by the government. However, he seemed rather apprehensive 

and was concerned that people with severe disabilities may not truly benefit from this.  

 

A manager of an advocacy service centre in Buxton, Michael, has this to say about 

sheltered employment and work offered at day centres: 

 

“They do contract work - assembling pieces of toys or equipment for factories. 

More factory work has gone to Asia; less opportunities here for contract work 
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now. Some assembly jobs pay so little - £2 to £4 per week. This is considered 

to be exploitation by some people. There are some problems with day service 

contract work. A centre nearby has about 20 people. They do some craft work 

that can sell and plants and embroidery, but the income goes to the common 

fund. The clients of the centre do not get the benefit of it. People don‟t get 

salaries - at the most a little allowance of £1 a week.” 

 

Michael and most of the advocates, academics, practitioners and managers of service 

centres agreed with Kent‟s opinion that Remploy‟s approach to sheltered employment 

had lost its relevance for people with disabilities. Joyce shared that she knew a guy 

who was in Remploy for 24 years “licking envelopes and fixing bolts.” They are not 

given a choice of work. She believes that vocational training centres that provide 

people with choices are more favourable than sheltered employment that is more 

institutional in approach. 

 

5.2.5  Social Firms 

 

Jazmyn, a researcher of a University in Sheffield noted that,  

 

“There are some social firms in north England. They are also dependent on 

government funding. With a lot of places like Work Limited and Spectrum 

Active, people get small wages. They are small garden centre businesses, but 

are still running on a charity model rather than a social enterprises model. 

Social enterprises are not really well established yet.” 

 

Sandra believes that a lot of social firms in UK are micro enterprises with a focus on 

recycling, nappy supplies, shopping services and cleaning services. Most of them are 

small scale businesses. There are some large businesses but when they become too 

large they can lose their purpose of supporting people. 

 

Kent thinks that social firms in UK have lost momentum. People who started these 

enterprises do not have business skills but come from a social approach background. 

He commented, “To make business operate, we need some business skills.” 

 

Michael reported that, in some parts of Derbyshire, there are social enterprises. They 

provide catering for parties and conferences. The ratio of social firm staff is usually 2 

to 3 non disabled staff to 8 to 9 persons with disabilities. People are allowed to earn 

up to £20 per week before they lose their benefits.  

 

Frank, a lecturer and programme leader of the learning disabilities studies department 

of another university in Manchester and his colleague Lydia, noticed that people they 

know do not like to go to day centres. Most of these centres, according to Frank and 

Lydia, are not well run. People just do boring jobs. Though some organizations try to 

set up meaningful programmes, they are not assisting people to learn skills.  
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As noted by Powell and Flynn (2005:413), this research also finds that social firms 

have not had much impact in creating employment for people with learning 

disabilities in the UK. 

 

5.3 Reasons for High Unemployment Rate 

 

There are several factors that have contributed to the high unemployment rate of 

people with learning disabilities. Lack of opportunities, discrimination and fear of 

bullying are some issues identified. The biggest hindrance, however, seems to be the 

benefits system which deters people from wanting full-time employment for fear of 

losing their benefits.  

 

Andrew observed that some people with learning disabilities are called „vulnerable 

adults‟. Abuse could be one of the issues that deter parents from sending their 

children to work. He said trainees prefer to work at their centre for the long term, 

“They feel safe here. But, I believe, if they try working in a real work place with 

support, they will gain more confidence”. On a similar note to Andrew, Michael 

commented, “Parents are weary about their daughters trying new things. Parents can 

also be a block.”  

 

Andrew also observed that, “Employers are quite open but they are keener to engage 

their services if they are just working as volunteers – for free. Recession does affect 

employment opportunities. There are also people coming from Eastern Europe to 

work.”  

 

All participants noted that the fear of losing benefits is one of their main concerns.  

Families are used to receiving benefits. They are worried about losing their benefits. 

They are afraid that if their job fails they will lose everything. The introduction of a 

new scheme by the government means that, if people fail to continue in their jobs they 

will still continue to receive their benefits.  

  

Michael noted that, for those who drop out of work, the main issue is usually benefits. 

Older carers see their benefits as family income. They are not aware that there are 

other supports for lower income families.  

 

Families that are financially secure might also not be keen for their children to work. 

They may not want their children to work in manual jobs, according to Andrew.  

 

As an academic herself, Adrienne believes that academics are partly responsible for 

the current unemployment situation: 

 

“There used to be people who worked in factories. It was fantastic.hey did so 

well. They worked hard and did well. But some academics saw this as 

exploitation and spoke against such employment. But such an opportunity 
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gives them a place to contribute and to do a job. It is unfortunate that the 

system was challenged.”  

 

Jazmyn thinks that bad experiences sometimes discouraged people from considering 

work. Some may have held high ideals and a bad experience discouraged them from 

trying again. Another factor that she noted was that “a jump from not having work to 

being in a job is a great challenge. People sometimes can‟t handle the change.” 

 

Chris, a senior lecturer for the Faculty of Health, Social Care & Education of a 

university in Manchester, thinks that there are still many who are unemployed 

because of their disability. He argued that even when the economy is going well many 

are not employed. He recommended that the general public need more awareness.  

 

Frank, who holds a similar opinion to Chris, commented, “It is much more difficult 

for people with learning disabilities to access employment because employers don‟t 

view them as satisfactory; as possible employees.” He also noted that the fear of 

losing their benefits is another factor that deters people from working. No one makes 

it clear to them what they can do to protect their benefits. Many are terrified that they 

will lose all their benefits and lose their jobs in 6 months. Often jobs available for 

them are not permanent. 

 

Eliz, a coordinator of an advocacy service centre in Buxton who works amongst 

people with mental health, is concerned that, “Being unemployed can also lead to 

mental health issues.” She is concerned that adults with learning disabilities that have 

too much time and are home bound may develop mental health issues such as 

depression.  If their situation is not attended to, they may develop more severe mental 

health issues. This point was highlighted by Eliz. Michael agrees that this concern has 

to be taken seriously in order to prevent adults with learning disabilities from 

developing secondary issues that will affect their quality of life. Unemployment of 

people with learning disabilities cannot be ignored.  

 

5.4 Self-Advocacy and Employment 
 

Self-advocacy, started in England and having positive outcomes for many adults with 

learning disabilities in the 1980‟s and 1990‟s, has now taken a change in focus. Alex, 

the part-time support staff of a self-advocacy organisation in Cheetham Hill, finds that 

the dynamics of the self-advocacy group has changed over the years: 

 

“This self-advocacy group started in 1992, 18 years ago. It started as a group 

for adults with learning disabilities but its nature has change. It has become a 

social support centre for people with learning disabilities. We have new people 

and there are people who moved on because they didn‟t find the activities 

relevant. We have over 500 members – some from greater Manchester. Some 

might have their own small groups. Services are usually under local council. 
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We are funded by the learning disability development funding from the central 

government but administered by the council.  

 

There is enough funding for rent and to pay staff and run activities. When we 

first started, we didn‟t employ any staff. But later, people felt there was a need 

for staff. We now have 8 staff; 3 are people with learning disabilities. We have 

a project manager. But some staff are working part-time. We have staff that 

are funded by particular funding on a contract basis.  

 

Here, we don‟t do much advocacy work. We don‟t advocate on behalf of the 

people we assist. We don‟t campaign. We have rules to follow, being a charity 

organisation. The coalitions are stronger. Some self-advocacy groups that are 

not funded do some advocacy.” 

 

Professor Edwin strongly suggested that self-advocacy should be taught in schools. 

When asked if he thinks that self-advocacy is still relevant in UK, he replied:  

 

“My view is that there is a need more than ever. There seems to be a 

contradiction in schools. Inclusion education is introduced but children 

continue to be segregated. Schools are more interested in grades or 

performance. I think if students learn self-advocacy in school, then they are 

better able to stand for themselves after school. There will also be more 

awareness about work and how they can find work.” 

 

Tricia, the self-advocacy and information worker of an employment advocacy centre 

in Ardwick, shared how their organisation supports people through advocacy:  

 

“There are 3 main areas of work. The information services try to help 

individuals to think about work, what issues people with disabilities are facing 

and how to avoid those things. We run workshops with disabled people. We 

discuss common issues such as bullying and discuss how to deal with it. 

 

We have been invited to workshops for people with learning disabilities. They 

are very young people, aged 16 or 17. We look at what they need in building 

confidence and communication skills. A lot of people with learning disabilities 

are in school until 19. A big part of my work is one to one – to support 

disabled people, help them to speak up and make sure they are listened to. It 

could be anything – may not be employment all the time. Most people we 

work with are already in employment.” 

 

Dorothy further explained that:  

 



 

42 | P a g e  

 

“Employment wise, we support people and be there for any tribunal support 

they need. We facilitate their legal aid. We provide advocacy and support. We 

arrange a lot of contacts with legal aid.  

 

In UK we have a lot of self-advocacy groups; People First advocates for 

people with learning disabilities. I work on a head crime project.  The majority 

of head crime staff are people with learning disabilities. A lot of people get 

abused in buses and while walking to work – they are being called names. On 

the journey to work they could be bullied. We teach them how to tackle that.”  

  

In the work place, according to Tricia, a lot of abuse relates to career progression.  For 

example, people who work in supermarkets - perhaps the employee might have skills 

in food handling but he is being kept in the back, in the storeroom. This was because 

he once said something unpleasant to a customer. Instead of training him, they just 

moved him to the back storeroom. Tricia commented: 

 

“This is disability discrimination. They are just left behind. They are put into 

tokenistic roles at a very entry role. There are many people working in 

supermarkets; low entry jobs. I know of a man working in a supermarket 

voluntarily, and the employer even asked him to work night shifts. He was 

working part time without pay.”  

 

Tricia also reported that colleagues could put them down. They are excluded from 

things. They are sometimes targeted by local gangs. Their salary can be taken away 

from them. She believes that a lot of abuses are not reported. Sometimes organisations 

are not willing to take up abuse cases; they don‟t want to create any tension with the 

employer.  

 

Sarah commented, “I am sometimes afraid to make a report when being bullied. I am 

afraid it might create more issues.” 

 

Tricia explained that their organisation conducts Courses on Disability Action 

Training (DAT) for employers. They are open to considering working with people 

with disabilities who need assistance with finding employment. She suggested that 

this concept could be taught in schools.  

 

Self-advocates who are involved in self-advocacy groups are involved in coalition 

groups. Larry acknowledged that he is a coalition member and proudly reported, “We 

meet every two months. It is made up of people with disabilities – including physical, 

visual, hearing and mental health.” 
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Alex shared that their self-advocacy organisation is not a service provider. However, 

they run courses like „how to speak up and how to run meetings‟. This course is run 

over 12 weeks. It is conducted twice a week. 

 

Kent thinks that “Many people are not aware of their rights. That is something we 

have to continue to do; to educate people about their rights.”   

 

To support self-advocacy and educate people about their rights, the Employment 

Advocacy Centre in Ardwick produced free resources dealing with issues such as 

speaking up at work, negotiating and rights. Some of the titles of these resource books 

include:  

 

1. Retention;  

2. Reasonable adjustments;  

3. Dealing with barriers at work; 

4. Accessing legal advice; 

5. Frequently asked questions; and 

6. Negotiation techniques. 

 

These resource booklets are printed in large fonts and in plain simple language that is 

easy to understand. They deal with issues that are facing people with disabilities at 

work. These are useful resources for persons with disabilities as well as their carers 

who provide support.  

 

6. Discussions and Recommendations 

 

Employment for people with learning disabilities in UK remains a challenge in spite 

of the investment and resources provided by the government in order to improve the 

situation since the White Paper, Valuing People was published in 2001. The past 10 

years have seen the development of more projects that have enabled people with 

learning disabilities to experience more participation in inclusive environments. 

However, better strategies in training, in creating employment opportunities and in the 

benefit system are needed to overcome the high unemployment rate amongst people 

with learning disabilities. 

 

Supported employment has enabled thousands of people with severe disabilities, once 

considered unemployable, to be employed in the labour force. As noted by Wehman 

& Revell, there has been gradual and steady progress away from segregation of 

persons with disabilities toward policies and practices that foster inclusion into 

mainstream society (Wehman & Revell, 2005:84). In the UK, projects have emerged 

from supported employment services, vocational training centres, transition 

programmes and social firms.  They are run by various organisations who believe in 

change and have brought about new approaches that are person centred and inclusive. 
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Though Professor Edwin and Chris commented that changing the mind-set of the 

public is a big challenge, this research found that, with better services and more 

effective public awareness programmes, there is hope for improvement of employers‟ 

attitudes regarding the employability of people with learning disabilities.   

 

Recommendations that emerged from this research echo some recommendations of its 

literature review. Globally, people with learning disabilities remain in a large socio-

economic gap in comparison to other disability groups. Unless the employment 

situation changes for the better, the gap will remain. Therefore, efforts to improve the 

situation must go on even though change is slow and frustrating for parties involved 

in the implementation of each new strategy. The following are some 

recommendations from this research. 

 

6.1 Policies 

 

The DDA 1995 required that the government of UK change policies and implement 

new policies to ensure that the rights of people with disabilities were being respected. 

In Malaysia, the Disability Act that was passed in 2008 has also brought about some 

changes to the well-being of people with disabilities in Malaysia. However, much 

more needs to be done for people with disabilities so they can enjoy impartiality as 

citizens in Malaysia. People with learning disabilities in particular, who are left 

behind in many aspects of development, should be given adequate financial allocation 

and resources so that their intervention programmes, education, employment and 

livelihood can all be improved.  

 

The Malaysian government should adopt the Valuing People, White Paper approach 

to legislation and policies that are needed to ensure positive changes are being 

achieved in stipulated time frames. Commitment for change and implementation 

strategies should be documented comprehensively for each area of development, be it 

early intervention, education, employment, benefits or social well-being. Easy to read 

resource materials should also be produced so that people with learning disabilities 

are able to understand the documents that concern them. Key performance indicators 

(KPI‟s) should be set for each area of development to ensure that the implementation 

stated is evaluated periodically. Changes and new strategies should be adopted if 

necessary, following evaluation.  

 

To improve the situation of employment for people with learning disabilities at all 

levels in Malaysia, key areas requiring development should be identified and 

documented. Implementation strategies should be studied carefully and execution 

plans should be documented for KPI‟s to be carried out annually. A team of resource 

persons, who are experts in the related areas, should be engaged as consultants.  
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6.2 Transition from School to Adulthood 

 

This research determined that transition from school to work is one key issue that 

affects the employability of people with learning disabilities. As discussed above, the 

main concern is the lack of awareness and training for work in education programmes 

for students with learning disabilities in schools as well as in community colleges.  

 

Mainstream schools do not provide programme that prepare students with learning 

disabilities for work. The general opinion is that segregated schools may have some 

elements of vocational training but they are not structured nor are they 

comprehensive. Parents are looking towards colleges to provide vocational training 

but colleges are not providing adequate training that is „marketable‟.  

 

Programmes to prepare students, both in mainstream schools and in segregated 

schools, for work as well as for further education, are vital. People with learning 

disabilities require more time to learn. If elements of work skills and work culture are 

instilled at a younger age, they will be more prepared for work at the end of their 

education programmes. Colleges should also be relevant and practical in their 

training, developing skills that match demand of the labour market. 

 

In Malaysia, integrated education programmes for students with learning disabilities 

should incorporate transition from school to work programmes for students aged 14 

and above, instead of providing solely academically focussed curriculum. There are 

currently only two vocational training schools for students with learning disabilities, 

nationwide. Therefore, currently schools are the only formal education platform for 

the majority of students with learning disabilities to be equipped for work and life 

after school. 

 

The most widely used transition curriculum in the US, the Life-centered Career 

Education (LCCE) programme (Brolin, D. E. & Loyd R. J: 2003), could be used as an 

educational programme in schools, preparing students for life after school. The key 

components of this programme include: 

 

1. Daily living skills - Competencies in daily living skills enable a person to lead 

a more independent life. 

 

2. Personal-social skills - Skills in this area include getting along with others, 

taking criticism, accepting supervision, making vocational decisions, self-

advocacy, knowing proper behaviours, respecting the rights of others, 

following directions and being honest and loyal. 

 

3. Occupational skills - Occupational skills development should begin in 

secondary schools in order to create career awareness, career exploration and 
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career experiences. Effective individualized training instructions and 

assessment should be used to develop the full potential of each individual 

student. 

 

By introducing transition training programmes in schools, more positive awareness of 

the employability of people with learning disabilities could be harnessed. Teachers 

who lack knowledge of employment opportunities for this group of students may be 

better informed through exposure to good examples included in the training.  

 

The programme would also link students, while they are still in school, to work 

opportunities in the open labour market, through smart partnerships between schools 

and the employers within the community. This would be a positive inclusive process 

as both parties would have the opportunity to meet and experience what each has to 

offer. It would eventually create a naturally inclusive environment as well planned 

programmes are introduced to foster mutual appreciation. 

 

To prepare people with learning disabilities for employment, effective transition 

programmes should be taught in mainstream schools as well as in segregated schools. 

 

6.3 Supported Employment 

 

Supported employment has proven to be successful in establishing employment 

opportunities for people with learning disabilities. Good practices should be 

highlighted and shared. 

 

Quality supported employment services such as the examples in Salford and 

Tameside, foster good relationships with employers. The ability of service providers  

to bring employers on board is an important contributor in motivating and giving 

confidence to employers to hire people with learning disabilities. Efficient negotiation 

skills will open more opportunities as employers gain awareness and knowledge about 

employing people with learning disabilities.  

 

Supported employment services require a lot of funding but this is a worthwhile 

investment as noted in this research. Many people who were once thought to be 

unemployable are now working in full-time paid jobs with supported employment 

services. Government support is vital to creating an effective supported employment 

system nationwide by providing resources and funding for the development of such a 

system. The UK government allocated funding through local councils to enable every 

county to have access to such services.  

 

The shortfall of this service could be rectified by employing certified personnel to run 

the employment services as noted in Valuing Employment Now. People who are 

involved in supported employment services need practical knowledge, exposure and 
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skills in working with employers as well as in the job coaching process. Well trained 

and experienced personnel like Kent and Sandra are exemplary, sound role models 

who can have a positive impact on others. They should be consulted to conduct 

courses to share their vision, professionalism and ideas with others in the same field. 

 

As Malaysia is in its pioneering stage of developing a supported employment system, 

support from the government in developing a functional system is vital. Unless the 

government is willing to allocate funding in setting up supported employment 

agencies, it will be difficult to develop a supported employment system. Without 

government support, services would be dependent on a few non-governmental 

organisations (NGO‟s) to provide supported employment services.  

 

Most of the staff of NGO‟s that are involved in providing job coaching, are multi- 

tasking due to limited human resources in NGO‟s because of a lack of funding. 

Unless government makes provision to fund salaries for job coaches employed by 

NGO‟s, these job coaches will not be able to focus fully on providing supported 

employment services and thus may fail to provide effective support to people with 

disabilities who need supported employment services.  

 

This research strongly recommends that adequate funding must be provided by the 

government to ensure that supported employment will successfully create more 

employment for people with learning disabilities. 

 

6.4  Sheltered Employment and Social Firms 

 

Alternative employment such as sheltered employment and employment in social 

firms was created mainly for people with learning disabilities who needed more 

support at work.  

 

This research found that many sheltered employment services in UK were closed due 

to their ineffectiveness in providing meaningful employment. Many people agreed to 

the closure of sheltered employment which has lost its purpose in creating meaningful 

employment with intensive support, Adrienne, in agreement with O‟Brien and 

Dempsey (2004), is concerned that there are insufficient services to replace the now 

closed sheltered employment services. As a result, many people who are unable to 

find employment opportunities in the labour market have become homebound. 

Though there are alternative services like vocational training centres, enrolment 

charges for such services are high and they operate as employment centres rather than 

as training centres. But, due to a lack of alternatives to sheltered employment, many 

people remain in such training centres all their lives. 

 

Social firms, started with the intention of replacing sheltered employment, do not 

currently have a significant impact in UK as noted by Powell and Flynn (2005:413),  
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whose findings are supported by this research. The „social firms‟ concept of income 

generating and self-sufficiency business enterprise is sound but people with complex 

disabilities require a lot of support. Providing such support could be a disincentive for 

targeted profit making businesses. Kent suggested that managers who are experienced 

in business management should be hired to run social enterprises if they aim to be 

profit making enterprises. This suggestion should be considered. 

 

In Malaysia, there are some „social-enterprise like‟ projects, such as the Employment 

Project of United Voice, that have, in the past 8 years, proven to be productive 

alternatives to conventional sheltered employment. The United Voice Employment 

Project is now operating in a shop lot that is located in a small commercial area. The 

project began with 8 employees in 2003 and is now providing employment for 24 

members of United Voice who were previously unemployed and homebound. The 

author used the term ‟social-enterprise like‟ project since, in some countries, social 

enterprises are required to pay minimum wages to employees although, at this point, 

this has not yet been achieved by the project. 

 

Chu (2010), in her research Innovative Employment Strategies for People with 

Learning Disabilities: A Case Study in Malaysia, reported that United Voice 

Employment Project is an income generating project. In its initial year of operations, 

2003, it achieved annual sales of MYR20,000 and by 2009 this rose to MYR189,000 . 

A few positive impacts of this employment project, that has become a growing 

business, should be noted: 

 

1. Instead of being isolated in a remote environment, this project has the advantage 

of being in a strategic, inclusive location where employees are able to integrate 

with the community by selling their products and by eating in restaurants within 

the community during lunch. They sell their bakery products in a stall at a 

restaurant near their premises. They even have their own gift shop and art gallery 

that is open to the public during office hours, similar to other businesses operating 

in this area.  

 

2. This project has about 20 corporate clients who buy products such as greeting 

cards, business cards, corporate gifts, t-shirts, cookies and hampers during festival 

seasons. Some companies invite United Voice Employment Project to promote 

their products at the company periodical Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

bazaars. 

 

3. All employees are paid a monthly salary. Employees work 2 to 5 days per week, 

depending on their vocational skills. Those who need little support are working 

five days per week. Those who need intensive support work only two days a 

week. Everyone receives a monthly salary, insurance provided by the Social 

Security Organisation (SOCSO), Employees Provident Fund (EPF) and a yearly 
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bonus. The initial daily allowance for each employee may range from MYR7.00 

to MYR10 per day. Every employee receives a yearly increment. Some employees 

who have worked in this project for several years are earning between MYR15 to 

MYR20 per day. Besides employing 24 employees with learning disabilities, this 

business is also helping 7 United Voice members who are artists to earn some 

income by selling their paintings in its art gallery and bazaars. 

 

4. A self-advocacy meeting is held every day after work where employees take turns 

to lead the meetings. People are encouraged to speak up and tell of their 

experiences of the day and raise any complaints if any. They also take the lead in 

deciding their own outing activities or discussing issues related to work. 

 

5. The employees themselves take visitors on tours and introduce to them the various 

types of work that are conducted in this project. They promote their products 

during bazaars. 

 

6. One of the supervisors of this project is a person with learning disabilities. She is 

paid like other non-disabled staff. Two other employees are under training to be 

potential supervisors. Peer support is promoted in this project where employees 

with more work skills support those who require intensive support. 

 

7. This project has created more awareness about people with learning disabilities 

through the sales of its products. All products have a label – A product of United 

Voice Employment Project. It gives the community a positive image of the ability 

of people with learning disabilities, as the products for sale are high quality and 

have been well received, even by the corporate sector. Products of this project can 

be viewed at the website of United Voice: www.unitedvoice.com.my. 

  

This project has gained support from the Malaysian Social Welfare Department. 

Recently, the department has decided to provide a grant that covers 60% of the funds 

needed for the salaries of the five support staff employed by this project. In the past 

few years, United Voice has been advocating that the government should support such 

employment projects so that more jobs can be created for those with severe 

disabilities. The grant provided to the project is a new fund created to support such 

employment projects. 

 

Chu reported in her research that this project is a well received alternative to 

conventional sheltered employment. This project is being promoted as a model to 

other NGO‟s and community based rehabilitation centres (CBRs) in Malaysia. This 

could be a positive alternative to conventional sheltered employment in other 

countries as well. 
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The German Federal Association of Workshops for Adapted Work (BAG:WfbM) is 

another worthwhile national model to be considered. Gunter Mosen, President of 

BAG:WfbM reported (BAG:WfbM, 2009:7): 

 

“Since 1975, the Federal Association of Workshops for Adapted Work 

(BAG:WfbM) has stood for the participation of persons with disabilities in 

working life. Since its inception, every person whose nature or severity of his 

or her disability makes it necessary to receive support, is entitled to 

employment in a workshop. The participation of all adults, who, due to their 

disability, are not, not yet or not yet again able to work in the open labour 

market, is the focus of all our activities. In some member states of the 

European Union, these persons receive a pension because they are unable to 

work. Otherwise, they remain excluded from participation in working life. 

 

The members of BAG:WfbM offer this kind of participation for more than 

300,000 persons with disabilities. The diversity of this offering ranges from 

employment in integration projects, employment in companies or in 

workshop-work groups in companies, social-franchising projects and 

employment internships – even for persons with multiple and severe 

disabilities... Our motto: Everything is possible.” 

 

The German BAG:WfbM is an exemplary national movement that promotes 

employment for people with severe disabilities. The first principal of this adapted 

work movement (BAG:WfbM, 2009:67) is that, “The workshop for disabled people is 

an institution for vocational rehabilitations. As such, in addition to the usual 

vocational training institutions, it has a specific task to perform – namely to enable 

disabled people who cannot find a job in the general labour market to achieve 

vocational integration and to fulfil their right to work.” This principle and approach, 

that protects the right to work for people with severe disabilities, should be practiced 

by all nations that endorse the United Nation Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities (UN CRPD) where the rights to employment are clearly stated in 

Article 27.  

 

6.5 Self-Advocacy, an essential skill   

 

Self-advocacy, as noted by Professor Edwin, “is needed more than ever” to equip 

people with learning disabilities to assimilate better in an inclusive community. As 

recommended by Professor Edwin and others, self-advocacy should be taught in 

schools to prepare students for life after school by developing better self-awareness, 

awareness of rights, self-confidence and communication skills.  

 

Self-advocacy should be taught and practiced. Besides classes that teach students in 

the relevant topics mentioned above, a self-advocacy club should be set up in schools 
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where students can learn and practice self-advocacy through active participation in 

making decisions and leading and planning their own activities.  

 

Self-advocacy groups like People First in the UK should take up the challenge to 

champion employment opportunities for people with learning disabilities. Such 

advocacy groups play an important role in creating awareness amongst their peers of 

the importance of employment and in motivating people to work. They also play an 

important role in creating awareness by employers and their staff about people with 

learning disabilities and the moral support that they need.  

 

While there are more than 1,000 self-advocacy groups in UK and there is some 

foundation laid in most counties, Malaysia has fewer than 20 groups in the whole 

country (Yeo, 2009). Support from the government is needed to establish more groups 

nationwide. Strategic planning to support promotion and training is needed so that 

more self-advocacy groups or clubs can be formed in schools, community based 

rehabilitation centres and centres run by non profit organisations.  

 

Development of the self-advocacy movement should be given prime attention as it 

empowers people with learning disabilities to play a vital role in creating an inclusive 

society (Yeo, 2009).  

 

7. Conclusion 

 

The findings of this research reaffirmed the interest of people with learning 

disabilities in working. Since the 1980‟s, significant changes have been made in 

legislation and policies in most developed countries, with the intension of ensuring 

that people with learning disabilities are given the opportunity to work, regardless of 

the severity of their disabilities. In the past 3 decades, some key strategies have been 

developed to create employment for people with learning disabilities at all functional 

skill levels.  

 

There are many success stories showing that thousands of people with learning 

disabilities have been enabled to work, even in open employment. But, there are also 

examples of failures to include people with severe disabilities in work environments, 

be it in open employment, „segregated employment‟ or settings traditionally known as 

„sheltered employment‟.  

 

In Malaysia, a movement towards creating gainful employment opportunities for 

people with learning disabilities is still in its pioneering stage. This research has given 

a glimpse into the current situation and the challenges ahead for the Malaysian 

government if it is to achieve its goals, as stated in the Tenth Malaysia Plan, to 

improve the employment situation of people with disabilities. The author presumes 

this goal includes those with severe disabilities.  
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May the spirit of the German BAG:WfbM‟s motto: Everything is possible be adopted 

by all authorities and parties responsible in the development of employment 

opportunities for people with learning disabilities, ensuring that no one is left behind. 
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