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1. Introduction 

 

People with learning disabilities are often some of the most powerless members of 

society. The self-advocacy movement was founded in the Sweden, United 

Kingdom (UK), United States (US) and other European countries in the early 

1970‟s to empower people with learning disabilities to advocate for their rights 

and to experience equal opportunities in the society. Self-advocacy helps to 

reduce the isolation of people with learning disabilities and to give them the tools 

and experience to take greater control over their own lives and to be integrated 

into the community. 

 

The self-advocacy movement of people with learning disabilities in Malaysia is 

still at its formative stage though it has a history of about 15 years. Self-advocacy 

was first introduced in Malaysia in 1993 with the initiative of Dignity & Services 

Berhad, an advocacy organisation for people with learning disabilities. Dignity & 

Services believes that persons with disabilities have the inherent right to respect 

for their human dignity. They have the same fundamental rights as their fellow 

citizens – the right to enjoy a decent life as normal and full as possible. (Dignity 

& Services, 2001:5). Peter John Young (Founder and Director of Dignity & 

Services), an English gentleman who has resided in Malaysia since the 1950‟s, 

was the founder of the self-advocacy movement in Malaysia. 

 

People with learning disabilities are the largest disability group in Malaysia. Out 

of a total of 248,858 people with disabilities registered with the Malaysia Welfare 

Department in 2008, 96,246 fell under the category of learning disabilities 

(Welfare Department of Malaysia, 2008). „Learning Disabilities‟ is a term to 

signify a condition that significantly hinders a person from learning basic skills or 

information at the same rate as most people of the same age. The term „learning 

disabilities‟ is used interchangeably with the term „learning difficulties‟ in this 

report as the latter term is preferred by some participants of this research. 

 

There are currently only 13 self-advocacy groups representing 7 out of 14 states 

in Malaysia, as shown in Table 1. The number of self-advocacy groups is 

insignificant for a population of 96,246 people with learning disabilities 

nationwide.  

 

A research conducted in Malaysia (Yeo, 2007) discovered that education on self-

advocacy has positively impacted people with learning disabilities. The research 

showed that self-advocacy has helped people with learning disabilities to develop 

better self-awareness, more courage to speak up and awareness of rights. It was 

discovered that the self-advocacy movement in Malaysia has enabled people with 

learning disabilities to be more vocal and to develop competence to represent 

themselves and advocate for their rights.  

 

United Voice, the only autonomous self-advocacy organisation in Malaysia, is 

involved in National dialogues, conferences and awareness programmes on 
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learning disabilities. They also play an active role in Malaysian disabled 

coalitions such as Malaysia Confederation of the Disabled and BEAT (Barrier-

free Environment and Accessible Transport) Team.  

 

However, the research also found that only a small fraction of people who are 

involved in the education and services for people with learning disabilities are 

aware of the positive impact of self-advocacy.  

 

Table 1: Self-Advocacy Groups in Malaysia 

Name of Group 

 

Year of 

Formation 

 

District/ 

State 

Type of Group Sponsor Organisation 

Bethany  

Self-Advocacy 

Group 

 

1993 

 

Teluk Intan, 

Perak 

 

Centre-Based 

 

Bethany Home 

United Voice 

 

1995 Petaling Jaya, 

Selangor 

Autonomous 

 

Registered with the 

Registrar of 

Societies 

 

Kangaroo Club 

 

 

1996 

 

Kota Kinabalu, 

Sabah 

 

Centre-Based  

 

Seri Mengasih 

 

 
Dayspring Adventure 

Club 

 
1999 

 
Klang,  

Selangor 

 
Centre-Based 

 
Dayspring Centre  

 

 

Action Club 

 

2001 

 

Petaling Jaya, 

Selangor 

 

Centre-Based 

 

Kiwanis Job 

Training Centre 

 

Friendship Club 

 

2003 

 

Cheras, 

Kuala Lumpur 

 

Centre-Based 

 

Malaysian CARE 

 

Dragon Club 

 

2003 

 

Kajang, 

Selangor 

 

Centre-Based 

 

Pusat Kanak-kanak 

Istimewa, Kajang 

 

Mutiara Voice Club 

 

2005 

 

Balik Pulau, 

Penang 

 

Advocacy 

Supported 

 

Asia Community 

Service 

 

Hornbill Club 

 

2007 

 

Kuching, 

Sarawak 

 

Centre-Based 

 

CBR Kuching 

 

Miri Self-Advocacy 

Group 

 

2007 

 

Miri, 

Sarawak 

 

Centre-Based 

 

MRCS Sunflower 

Centre, Miri 

 

Divine Voice 

  

 

2008 

 

Ipoh, 

Perak 

 

Centre-Based 

 

Persatuan  

Daybreak 

Kumpulan Advokasi   

Seri Chepa 

 

2008 

 

Kg Chepa, 

Kelantan 

 

Centre-Based 

 

CBR  

Kg Chepa 

Advokasi 

Laksamana 

Hang Tuah 

2009 Kg Gual, 

Kelantan 

Centre-Based CBR  

Kg Gual 
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Research by Yeo (2007) clearly showed that people with learning disabilities in 

Malaysia can voice up and represent themselves when given (proper?) training, 

support, exposure and opportunities. The key concern is that many people with 

learning disabilities in Malaysia have yet to learn to self-advocate. The research 

conclusion strongly recommended that self-advocacy should be a component of 

the Special Education Programme for students with learning disabilities. The 

recommendation to promote self-advocacy in schools is a vital issue to be 

addressed since its impact in the lives of students with learning disabilities is 

significant. Study on how to impart self-advocacy skills to students in primary, 

secondary and vocational institutions is necessary for this recommendation to be 

carried out effectively.   

 

 

1.1 Research Objectives 

 

The self-advocacy movement began in the United Kingdom (UK) more than 3 

decades ago. “Valuing People (2001)” showed that the government of UK is 

committed to supporting the development of the self-advocacy movement in UK. 

This study aimed to explore whether self-advocacy is a component in the special 

education programme in the UK and how it is being introduced in schools. The 

research posed the following questions:  

 

1. Is self-advocacy a component of special education programmes in 

mainstream schools and special schools?  

2. How is self-advocacy introduced in schools?  

3. How has self-advocacy impacted the lives of students with learning 

disabilities?  

4. Does culture affect the impact of education on self-advocacy?  

 

Though this research set off with these research questions, several other issues 

such as inclusive education and employment for people with learning disabilities 

were raised by many participants. This is perhaps evitable as more than 50% of 

students with statements of Special Education Needs (SEN) are studying in the 

inclusive education programme. Employment issues that were raised questioned 

the effectiveness of inclusive education in creating an inclusive society. 

  

 

2. A Brief Review 

 

Many studies in the UK have shown that self-advocacy has significant and 

positive impact in the lives of persons with learning disabilities. Research on self-

advocates in some studies (Aspis, 1997, 2002; Atkinson, 1999, 2002; Goodley, 

1996, 1997, 1998, 2000; Beart, Hardy & Buchan, 2004; Ramcharan, McGrath, & 

Grant, 1997; Ward, 1998) confirmed that self-advocacy had impacted many lives. 

Self-advocacy has helped persons with learning disabilities to be more 
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independent and take up challenges beyond the expectations of themselves and 

others.   

 

Atkinson and Goodley (Atkinson, 1999, 2002; Goodley, 1996, 1997, 1998, 2000;) 

recorded many life stories of how self-advocacy had impacted the lives of 

individuals. Many self-advocates had learned to voice out for themselves and 

develop skills to negotiate with parties involved in their daily experiences – be it 

at home, in institutions or centres, at work or within the community in general. 

Independent living became a reality for some after joining a self-advocacy group. 

The most powerful impact of this movement is raising a group of self-advocates 

who are able to challenge policies or legislation and take part in policy making 

that involves persons with learning disabilities (Aspis, 2002:5).  

 

Atkinson (2002:123) observed that the self-advocacy movement had moved 

people with learning disabilities to the forefront. The awareness of self-advocacy 

and the training received in speaking up has trained some self-advocates to be 

effective advocates and valuable resources in research on issues related to people 

with learning disabilities.  

 

Goodley (2000:85) highlighted the life stories of five “top self-advocates”, which 

revealed many stories on how involvement in self-advocacy groups impacted the 

lives of these five persons with „learning difficulties‟ (a term preferred by most of 

these five narrators). Lloyd Page, for example, testified that his involvement in 

the self-advocacy movement  had given him opportunities to participate and 

contribute in organisations and committees such as Central Council for Education 

Training and Social Work, Equal Opportunities Committee and Open University.  

He even had the opportunity to be present at the Houses of Parliament to fight for 

the civil rights of people with learning disabilities in UK. 

 

This review has given us a glimpse of how involvement in self-advocacy 

activities has impacted the lives of individuals with learning disabilities from 

being reserved and shy or timid to being more confident and vocal. Some people 

have learned to be outspoken and have been given opportunities to speak their 

minds in public places.  

 

Many people with learning disabilities in Malaysia are not equipped to self-

advocate (Yeo, 2007). They have been depending on others to speak up for them 

and do not realise that they have the right to speak up for themselves. Aspis 

(1997:648) strongly emphasised that in order for people with learning disabilities 

to advocate, they needed to learn skills. He noted that courses are now conducted 

by service providers, adult training centres, special schools and colleges on how 

to make choices, taking responsibility and how to speak up.  

 

It was strongly suggested by Aspis (1997:647, 2002:5) that in order for self-

advocacy to have a lasting impact and bring permanent change, persons with 

learning disabilities need to be informed of their rights and know how to use their 
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rights. The emphasis on self-determination and self-advocacy in pre-vocational 

and transition programmes offered in the US and the UK special education 

curriculums, has perhaps contributed to the rapid growth of the self-advocacy 

movement in these countries.  

 

Ronald (2000:458) did a comprehensive study on the impact of legislation in the 

development of persons with learning disabilities. He noted that in the US, 

legislation on vocational education and transition for students with disabilities 

began in the 1980‟s. By 1997, the re-authorisation of the “Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act” required transition planning to begin no later than age 

14. A review on two most widely used transition curricula in the US, The Life-

Centered Career Education (LCCE) and The Kent Transition Implementation 

Model, showed that self-advocacy was a component in these curricula (Brolin, 

1995:64-68).  

 

This short review indicates that self-advocacy has helped persons with learning 

disabilities to be aware of their rights and to voice up for themselves. It has led 

them to have a role in society. Since self-advocacy is an acquired skill. Informal 

and formal education are  necessary to help persons with learning disabilities to 

develop this skill that can lead to a better quality of life.  

 

  

3. Method of Study 

 

This study adopted a qualitative approach, utilising mainly semi structured in-

depth interviews with purposeful sampling. Document analysis such as study on 

the curricula of special education and curricula of mainstream education in 

primary and secondary schools was part of the research method. A record file was 

used during the field study to write up observations made during the field visits. 

Notes taken were revised to maintain an accurate recording of information. Key 

points were taken during interviews besides audio recording. A written consent 

was obtained from each participant before interview. 

 

Concurrent data analysis through which findings were generated and 

systematically built in the process of gathering data was adopted. Analysis was 

directed at how self-advocacy, as promoted in education programmes in the UK, 

could be extended to the Malaysian context.  

 

 

3.3 Participants 

 

There were a total of 31 participants in this research. Some interviews were 

conducted in groups of two or more participants. All names used in this report are 

pseudonyms. Data of this research was collected from the following participants:  

academics, self-advocates, parents, a school educationist, a local council officer, 

advocates and practitioners, as shown in Table 2: 
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Table 2: Research Participants 

 
No of 

Participants 

Occupation/Role and Pseudonym  Place of 

Employment/Residence 

 

7 Academics: 

Professor, 

Lecturers and 

Researcher 

1 Senior Lecturer (Adrienne) 

Department of Social Work 

 

1 Senior Lecturer (Chris) 

Senior Lecturer, 
Faculty of Health, Social Care & Education 

 

1 Senior Lecturer (Sandra) 

School of Education & Children‟s Services 

 

1 Leverhulme Researcher Fellow (Jazmyn) 

Experiential Landscape (research work 

involved teenagers and adults with learning 

disabilities) 

 

1 Lecturer and Programme Leader  (Frank) 
Learning Disabilities Studies Programme 

 

1 First Year Programme Manager  (Lydia) 

Learning Disabilities Studies Degree 

 

1 Emeritus Professor  (Lewis) 

Special Needs Education 

 

Manchester  

 

 

Manchester  

 
 

 

Chester  

(Country of origin: India) 

 

Sheffield 

 

 

 

 

Manchester 
 

 

Manchester 

 

 

Manchester 

1 Mainstream 

School Principal 

 

1 Primary School Principal (I did not 

officially interview this principal. She 

however kindly took me for a tour around 

her school and shared briefly about children 

with statements of SEN in her school) 
 

 

Manchester 

13 Adults with 

learning 

disabilities 

 

11 self-advocates  (Focus Group 

Discussion) 

 

2 self-advocates (Jack and Leon)  

 

Sheffield 

 

 

Huddersfield  

5 Practitioners/ 

Advocates 

 

1 Manager of an Advocacy Service Centre    

 (Michael) 

 

1 Child Advocate who was formerly 

teaching in a mainstream school (Liza) 

 
1 Coordinator of Advocacy Service (Elly) 

 

1 Support Staff of a Self-Advocacy Group 

(Kate) 

 

1 Support staff of a self-advocacy group in 

a Community College (Alison) 

 

Derbyshire 

 

 

 

Derbyshire 

 
 

Manchester  

 

Sheffield  

 

 

Derbyshire 
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1 Local Council 

Officer 

 

1 Senior Staff Development Officer (Person 

Centered Approaches), Social Services 

Department of Derbyshire County Council 

(Brandon) 

 

Derbyshire 

4 Parents 

 

1 Parent of a self-advocate who studied in a 

special school (Kim) 

 
1 Parent who has two children with 

Asperger Syndrome – they  studied in a 

mainstream school (Janice) 

 

1 Parent who has a child with autism - 

currently studying in a mainstream school 

(Zoe) 

 

1 Japanese parent whose child has dyslexia 

–  was educated in a private school in 

Surrey (Yoshie) 

 

Sheffield 

 

 
Manchester 

 

 

 

Derbyshire 

 

 

 

Surrey 

(Country of origin: 

Japan) 

 

 

3.4 School and University Visited for Observation 

 

The only school visited was a mainstream primary school in Manchester. Besides 

this school, I also visited a community programme for students with learning 

disabilities in a University in Derbyshire. I had planned to visit more schools but 

unfortunately it was the beginning of a new school term during my stay in the UK 

and it was not the best time for schools to receive visitors as teachers were all 

busy settling in again after the term break. 

 

Observations were made during my visit to these two institutions. 

 

 

4. Data Analysis 

 

The findings of this data analysis have several implications on self-advocacy in 

school, inclusion education and employment of people with learning disabilities. 

All participants were very cooperative and willing to share their knowledge, 

experiences and their opinions. A few sub-topics emerged from the analysis as 

highlighted in the following data analysis report. 

 

 

4.1 Education Programmes for Students with Learning Disabilities  

 

According to the Department for Children, Schools and Families in UK (DCSF, 

2008), 2.8% (229,1000) of the school population in England have statements of 

Special Education Needs (SEN) and 17.2% (1,333,4000) of the school population 

have special educational needs but no statement. It was reported in DCSF (2008) 

that in UK, 56.6% of pupils with statements of SEN are in mainstream schools 
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(nursery, primary and secondary). 36.9% of those pupils with statements of SEN 

are in special schools (nursery, primary and secondary).  

 

In England, there is no special education curriculum in state schools. Special 

schools use the same curriculum as the mainstream schools though the teachers 

are allowed to adapt curriculum for the special needs students. Whereas, 

according to Frank, a Programme Leader in Learning Disabilities Study 

Programme in a University in Manchester, the Scottish government does not 

impose on the curriculum for special needs students. Teachers make decisions 

themselves. 

 

The mainstream primary school I visited had several children with statement of 

SEN that met the requirements for teacher aides. Besides a SENCO (Special 

Education Need Coordinator), the school also has teacher aides to assist children 

with disabilities. The students of the school were reported to be well accepted by 

their classmates or schoolmates with disabilities.  

 

The school evidently promotes the awareness of Child Rights. Two posters made 

by students with a list of Child Rights were displayed on a prominent notice board 

as shown in the pictures below: 
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The questions posted on these posters show that children in this school are 

encouraged to think about their rights.  

 

The university in Derbyshire has a community programme that provides courses 

for students with learning disabilities. The course programme includes Life Skills, 

Skills for Working Life, Motor Vehicle Studies, Catering, Basic First Aid, Basic 

Food Hygiene, Literacy/Numeracy/IT, Enterprise and Work Placement. The 

following photos show the vocational programme that is taught in the community 

programme within the university: 

 

 

                                                                                                                                   
 

 

The community programme in the university has an enterprise to promote the 

products made by students. This approach enhances the idea of developing a 

skills-based career.  

 

There is a self-advocacy group in this community programme. A room within the 

campus is allocated for the self-advocacy group to have their activities in. An 

average of about 6 to 8 students participate in the self-advocacy meetings held in 

this campus. An Advocacy Service Centre in Derbyshire provides staff support 

for this self-advocacy group. Alison, the staff support visits the self-advocates in 
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this university during meetings and whenever needed. This group meets 

fortnightly.  

 

Michael, the manager of the Advocacy Service Centre reported that the 

programme for each meeting depended on what the group wanted to talk about. 

Sometimes the group had role-plays on situations that concerned them - for 

instance, bullying. The group had also written letters about their concerns about 

catering or other matters, with the help of the staff supporter who is also the group 

facilitator. Michael noted the importance of peer support and mutual respect 

within the self-advocacy group: 

 

“Sometimes personal problems come up and these can be helpfully shared 

in the safe environment of the group. Peer members can come up with 

very good suggestions and solutions to each others‟ problems sometimes. 

The key thing is to stick to the ground rules of the group such as giving 

each other respect and giving each other time and space.” 

 

The observations at the primary school in Manchester and the community 

programme of the university in Derbyshire showed very positive practice in the 

education programmes for students with learning disabilities. However, the data 

collected from the 31 participants of this research indicated that what was 

happening in these two cases observed was not standard practice in the schools 

and community programmes of universities or colleges for students with learning 

disabilities in the UK. The research reported below showed that the general 

opinion of the participants in this research implied that there was much more 

room for improvement in education programmes for students with learning 

disabilities in the UK.  

 

 

4.2 Constructive Critiques on the Education Programme for Students with 

Learning Disabilities  

 

Though the objectives of this research focus was on self-advocacy in school, there 

were many other issues of concern raised by participants on education as a whole 

for students with learning disabilities in the UK. This report will highlight some 

of the issues that have emerged significantly in the concurrent data analysis. 

 

 

4.2.1 Self-Advocacy is Not a Component of Special Education Programme 

 

All the participants of this research, including the academics, parents, advocates, 

practitioners and self-advocates confirmed that self-advocacy is not an official 

component in education programme for students with learning disabilities in the 

UK.  
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Younger Generation Lack Interest in Self-Advocacy 

 

Without doubt, all participants agreed that self-advocacy should be introduced 

and promoted to all students with learning disabilities in school. Currently, there 

are no structured programmes in schools to promote self-advocacy. Lewis, an 

emeritus professor who is an expert on special education said that the disability 

rights movement is in crisis,  

 

“Not because we don‟t have money but we need a new generation of self-

advocate. Though it started in England, but where are the young people 

today? They are not joining this movement?”  

 

Almost all the other academics echoed Lewis‟ concern that there seemed to be 

less interest in the self-advocacy movement amongst the younger people with 

learning disabilities in the UK. Reasons pointed out included lack of awareness 

amongst young people with learning disabilities. There was also a suggestion that 

self-advocacy could have been losing its relevance because of current inclusive 

education and better provision from the government as compared to the 70‟s and 

80‟s where there was a strong movement against institutions and segregated or 

exclusive education.  

 

An advocate, Elly, reported that some young people preferred other activities to 

self-advocacy meetings. They had many interesting activities like sports and other 

recreation to occupy themselves.  

 

Frank said that some students with learning disabilities did not want to join self-

advocacy groups because they thought that self-advocacy groups were for older 

people. In response to this concern, Manchester People First has created a new 

organization called Young Persons Parliament – for young people with learning 

disabilities who are just about to leave school or have left school recently. Frank 

explained that the group is only for young people and that they will learn to speak 

up for themselves, make decisions and change policies that affect them.  

 

 

Parents’ Apprehension on Self-Advocacy Movement 

 

It was significantly noted by participants that there seemed to be a lack of support 

from parents for their children to take part in self-advocacy group activities. The 

data analysis seems to show that in support of normalisation, parents do not want 

their children to identify with group activities that are specifically organised only 

for or by people with learning disabilities. They fear that involvement in such 

organisations may promote segregation.  

 

A lot of parents, according to Elly and Frank, are also worried that if their child is 

aware that they can have a voice for themselves, it may create expectations that 

are not achievable, and that could make their child feel worse. Disagreeing with 
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such negative fears, Frank  asserts that sometimes parents do not see the potential 

in their child. He shared an extreme case of parents who were doctors and yet did 

not see the potential in their child:  

 

“Both parents didn‟t believe their child is capable of walking; they just 

carried him everywhere. And when I was involved with this child, I used 

to take his hand and he walked everywhere. But for four years the parents 

believed the child is incapable of walking. So he just simply didn‟t walk 

when he is with his parents company.” 

 

Elly is concerned that the media has also affected parents‟ view of their children‟s 

ability to learn to be more independent. The media tends to highlight negative 

cases and these reports deter parents from exposing their child to self-advocacy 

groups even though these groups have significantly shown their impact in helping 

people with learning disabilities to develop more independent skills.  

 

 

Self-Advocacy and Awareness on Rights in School 

 

The data analysis of this research showed that all advocates concurred with the  

academics that it is still important for people with learning disabilities in the UK 

to have a collective voice, to stand up for their rights and voice up about issues 

affecting them. Self-advocacy can develop other values that equip people with 

learning disabilities to develop self-awareness, independent skills and self-

confident. Jazmyn, a researcher from Sheffield who has been a volunteer at 

Mencap for several years, recommended that:  

 

“Self-advocacy or speaking up should be introduced to students right from 

the start. Self-advocacy should be instilled in students who have 

disabilities as well as those who don‟t have disabilities. The approach in 

teaching should encourage all students to speak up and be aware of their 

rights.” 

 

Several participants pointed out that there is a subject called „citizenship‟. Frank, 

explained that this subject covers a wide range of themes. There could be 

opportunities for students with learning disabilities to talk about advocacy in this 

subject. But, he observed that most teachers tend to focus on themes such as 

responsibility and teaching students how to be responsible adults. He further 

commented that this subject  could introduce the concept of self-advocacy but, “I 

don‟t think there is enough room to teach about self-advocacy. It focuses on 

responsibilities rather than on rights.”  
 

Frank observed through his experience that, in relation to citizenship in special 

schools, teachers tended to focus on the person with learning disabilities as much 

more likely to become an offender than somebody else with an inclination to 

offend. He pointed out that:    
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“For some reason, a lot of teachers in special schools are viewing these 

young people in a very negative way. In reality, they are people who are 

much more likely to be offended against by other people” 

 

Generally, participants acknowledged that speaking up is often encouraged in 

schools for all students but there is a lack of awareness about rights amongst 

students as there is no structured programme to teach about rights. Liza, a child 

advocate, observed that: “Teachers are often too concerned about grades and 

standards. There is lack of concern for creating awareness about child rights.” 

 

Leon, a self-advocate, said that “speaking up comes natural”. Speaking up is 

encouraged in schools, according to Leon, but both Leon and Jack, his comrade in 

a People First group, felt what was lacking in schools were lessons about rights of 

citizens. They both first learned about their rights at their People First group after 

they have left school.   

 

The Annual Review conducted in schools raised awareness about Every Child 

Matters. Through this programme students are now aware of Child Line. They are 

aware that they can make a report about abuse or talk about any issue troubling 

them. But, Liza, a child advocate, pointed out that, “Students are not aware of 

Child Rights. They should be informed. This should apply to both mainstream and 

special schools.” 

 

Most participants of this research were concerned that people with learning 

disabilities were not aware of their rights. They proposed that schools should have 

compulsory programmes to create awareness about rights and self-advocacy so 

that all children are equipped to protect or defend themselves from discrimination 

or abuse.  

  

 

 Not Every Student is Given the Opportunity to Speak Up 

 

Interestingly, Yoshie, a Japanese parent who has a child with dyslexia, has the 

impression that the school culture in England encourages all students to speak up, 

no matter what nationality they may be or whether they have a disability or not. In 

the private school in Surrey where his son was educated, Yoshie observed: 

 

“…the difference between Japanese schools and schools in UK is that, in 

Japan, you are expected to learn what teacher taught. If he says something 

different, teacher will tell off my son and say „you didn‟t listen‟. In UK, if 

he says something different, teacher will say, „Hey, that is very different, 

that is very interesting – let‟s talk about it”. So, they are encouraged to 

speak up. They are encouraged if they have different ideas. Being 

dyslexic, my child is very good at it.  Now that he is working, he can see 

and think differently from his colleagues, they can come out with solutions 

and ideas. But, if he was not encouraged to speak up, this may not happen 
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today. I see differences in my culture in Japan and here. That was 20 years 

ago when he was in school.”  

  

Elly reported that there are programmes in schools that encourage students to 

speak up and make choices. In the past, she recalled, there were some schools that 

had self-advocacy groups, but, these days, all students are encouraged to speak up 

– not just those involved in the group. She commented: “Students are encouraged 

to speak up and be empowered. There is no structured programme on self-

advocacy in the curriculum. Self-Advocacy should be a daily practice. Student 

council is a common practice in schools.”  

 

Jeanne, one of the self-advocates from Sheffield, has a different opinion about 

speaking up in school: 

 

“I got bullied all through school. I didn‟t open my mouth until I got to 

comprehensive school and I started speaking up a bit, then I started 

speaking up for people more complex than me in groups. But I reckon if 

people were aware of advocacy from a younger age we could have all 

spoke up together, get something done, maybe changes could have 

happened then.” 

 

Jeanne‟s experience was echoed by stories from other participants of this 

research. Their stories and observations raised concern that students with severe 

or complex learning disabilities were not given enough opportunities to be heard. 

It was pointed out by a few academics, the parents and practitioners that this 

group of students are often neglected. Some commented that even at annual 

reviews and transition assessment these students are often not given enough 

opportunities to voice up for themselves. The questions asked are beyond their 

ability to respond. Zoe, a mother who lives in a town in Derbyshire, reported that 

there is hardly any effort in translating questions to simpler formats for children 

with complex disabilities, so they can understand:   

 

“In my son‟s school, we are keen for him to be involved in annual review. 

We wanted more support, but I found that they gave the child a form to 

fill. They ask questions that may not mean anything to certain child. We 

use a computer programme to help my son to respond to those questions, 

and he responded better. But, it was not well received by the officers. 

Perhaps people think it is too much work. So my son, at primary will not 

talk or in any way advocate for himself in school. When I asked once 

whether they allow his IEP be shared with him, they asked why. I think it 

is ridiculous. He is in the mainstream school.”  

 

Zoe‟s experience shows that the teachers involved were either ignorant of their 

obligations or ignored the rights of the student with a disability to know about his 

or her education programme as promoted in Valuing People and SEN Code of 

Practice (Department for Education and Skills (DfES), 2001).  
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Frank reported that in his research in Bristol, “in some cases 36% of children 

didn‟t even have transition review- which is illegal.” Article 12 and 13 of The 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is clearly stated in SEN 

Code of Practice (2001), Chapter 3, Pupil Participation: 

  

“Children, who are capable of forming views, have a right to receive and 

make known information, to express an opinion, and to have that opinion 

taken into account in any matters affecting them. The views of the child 

should be given due weight according to the age, maturity and capability 

of the child.” 

 

Participants who responded on this issue indicated that not every student in school 

is given the opportunity to speak up.  Some are concerned that the voices of 

students with complex needs are most neglected. 

 

 

The Implementation of SEN Code of Practice Needs Closer Monitoring  

 

The SEN Code of Practice stated that participation of children with special needs 

in Individualise Education Programme (IEP), Annual Reviews and Transition is 

their rights. Self-advocacy is evidently encouraged in this code of practice. It even 

highlighted that very young children and children with severe communication 

difficulties must not be excluded from these rights (SEN Code of Practice 

2001:27): 

 

“Ascertaining the child‟s views may not always be easy. Very young 

children and those with severe communication difficulties, for example, 

may present a significant challenge for education, health and other 

professionals. But the principle of seeking and taking account of the 

ascertainable views of the child or young person is an important one. Their 

perceptions and experiences can be invaluable to professionals in reaching 

decisions. LEAs (Local Education Authorities), schools and early 

education settings should make arrangements to enable this to happen.” 

   

The SEN Code of Practice is excellent in promoting that every child is given the 

right to be listened to. However, academics like Frank and Lydia think that part of 

the problem with the legislation that is linked to all of the provision for children 

with SEN is that there is no mechanism for ensuring that it is happening. The 

control on the autonomy in schools lies with the head teachers and boards of 

governors. Though inspections occur occasionally, their job is to inspect every 

school to ensure everything in the school runs properly. Frank is disappointed 

that, “when it comes to transition plans, it might be overlooked”. 
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4.2.2  Teachers in the Mainstream Schools Lack Knowledge on the Needs of 

Students with Learning Disabilities  

 

There are several possible reasons why students‟ participation is sometimes 

overlooked in class and in assessments. It is suggested in this research that one 

key reason could be  teachers‟ lack of understanding that students with learning 

disabilities have potential to learn and to express themselves if motivated. 

Another factor raised was that teacher aides are not trained in special education 

and therefore they lack the ability to help children with learning disabilities to 

learn. Janice, a parent who used to teach in special education college, recalled:  

 

“When I taught in further education college, there were lots of children 

who came from residential college. They couldn‟t read and I taught them 

to read. There seems to have the assumption that they can‟t read. – this 

was years ago – there was this assumption that people with learning 

disabilities can‟t read the newspaper, but these young people were 

perfectly capable to read.”  

 

 

Learning Disabilities and Child Rights Should be a Compulsory Component in 

the Curriculum for all Teachers  

 

As reported, 56.6% of students with statements of SEN are in the mainstream 

schools. Yet, four of the academic participants in this research who are involved 

in training programmes for educators and carers of people with learning 

disabilities confirmed that there are insufficient in-depth training programmes for 

teachers in mainstream schools to equip them to understand and to teach students 

with disabilities in their classes. This lack of understanding could have led to a 

lack of knowledge and skills in developing the potential of students with learning 

disabilities. For this very reason, Adrienne recommended that it is important to 

have training about people with learning disabilities in the national curriculum for 

teacher trainees:  

 

“When people are trained to be teachers they do not have additional 

training about people with learning disabilities. They only learn the 

national curriculum. It is important to have training and if it is in the 

national curriculum we then don‟t have to depend on individual interest.” 

 

According to Chris, a senior lecturer in Manchester, a lot of mainstream teachers 

are surprisingly unaware, lacking in knowledge and sometimes disinterested. 

These teachers sometimes would request that the teacher aides teach the children 

with disabilities. He stressed that,  

 

“These are not qualified teachers – they are just classroom assistants but 

teachers sometimes just get them to do the teaching. They are not expected 

to teach but they are asked to”.   
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Many SENCO who Chris teaches informed him that often students with learning 

disabilities in mainstream schools are excluded in the class. They are not included 

in all class room teaching programmes. Teachers, he said, do not prioritise 

inclusion. They put more priority on grades and standards. He is of the opinion 

that there is a level of tokenism in inclusive education: 

 

“Students with learning disabilities are included in the class but not always 

in the teaching programme. The school curriculum is about target; very 

academic rather than preparing people for life.” 

 

Frank gave an example of how teachers could make decisions based on their own 

assumptions:  

 

“An example that I saw a lot of when I was doing research a few years ago 

was that part of our curriculum in school covers sex and relationship 

education. This is a compulsory part of the curriculum for all children. The 

law says including children with learning disabilities. But teachers make 

decision based on their own assumption that students with learning 

disabilities are not going to have any sex life – so they removed the child 

and put the child somewhere else during this lesson...” 

 

This example given by Frank seems to be a common practice as it was also 

related by two parents. The lack of awareness amongst teachers about learning 

disabilities could be one of the main causes of development of students‟ potential 

to make choices for themselves being neglected.  

 

Several self-advocates, practitioners and academics observed that teachers are not 

making an effort to educate students about their rights. Jazmyn suggested that 

legislation should be enforced to ensure that Child Rights is included in school 

curricula so that every child, country-wide, would benefit from it. She commented 

that:  

“Sometimes people view children as very separate;like attitude towards 

people with learning disabilities. People think they should not defend 

themselves - they are not capable of defending themselves. A lot more 

work is needed for a child with more complex needs.”  

 

All four academics above recommended that the subject of learning disabilities 

and child rights should be a compulsory component in the curriculum for all 

teachers so that they are equipped to understand and to teach students with 

learning disabilities more effectively. 
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4.2.3 Self-Advocacy Can be Learned  

 

Valuing People Promotes self-advocacy 

 

Goodley and Ramcharan (2005:157) reported that Valuing People committed £3 

million per annum over three years to develop self and citizen advocacy. They 

further noted that seven Regional Forums of self-advocates have been set up and 

representatives from each sit on the task force at the department of Health which 

reports on the implementation of Valuing People and plans for its further 

development. They complimented these actions: 

 

“The voice of people with learning difficulties is being heard at all levels 

of practice and policy in health and social care services as well as in 

relation to their lives „in the community‟”. 

 

Brandon, the Senior Staff Development Officer (Person Centered Approaches), 

Social Services Department of Derbyshire County Council, highlighted that the 

state government is serious about promoting self-advocacy amongst people with 

learning disabilities: 

    

“Since Valuing People was implemented in 2001, there have been more 

efforts in promoting self-advocacy. Annual reviews for the young person 

and family ensure that the child and family have greater voice.”  

 

Though the government is making efforts to ensure that people with learning 

disabilities are not sidelined, Brandon was in agreement with Frank when he 

pointed out that not all schools were receptive to change and some schools were 

not making enough efforts to make reviews work. He expressed the hope that the 

success in certain model special schools such as Peak School in Derbyshire would 

motivate the other schools to emulate the good practice. Peak School, he reported, 

has a strong student council. This council are involved even in “…interviewing 

agency to be engaged by the school. This is a great way of empowering students 

and it promotes self-advocacy.” 

In England, „Valuing People Now‟ a new three-year strategy for people with 

learning disabilities (2009), clearly highlighted that the English government was 

committed to improving the quality of life for people with learning disabilities. It 

re-affirmed the four guiding principles: Rights, Independent Living, Control and 

Inclusion (2009:31). Support is given for the self-advocacy movement as stated in 

the summary report (2009:17): 

“The Valuing People national advocacy fund will focus on supporting 

advocacy to achieve a greater impact. The programme includes: a quality 
tool for self-advocacy groups.” 

 

The findings in my research show that the British government does make 

provision for self-advocacy groups to function as organisations and to run their 
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activities. Some groups are able to employ as many as five support staff. They are 

also sufficiently resourced to rent decent premises to run their organisations. 

However, Frank noted that the provision is not standardized. It varies from place 

to place.  

 

 

Self-Advocacy Should be Promoted in All Schools 

 

As agreed by most participants, Brandon stressed that self-advocacy should be 

promoted in schools because it is important to hear the voices of students. Self-

advocacy, he said, can raise students‟ self-esteem, confidence and empower them 

by giving them responsibilities. He also stressed that “it is important to feel 

listened to”. Brandon supports that self-advocacy should be introduced 

nationwide and he reported that review with students is already happening 

nationwide and there is a national project to change the way review is run in 

schools to ensure that students are actively involved in the reviews. He pointed 

out that not all schools are receptive to change because they lack awareness of the 

importance of self-advocacy but since Valuing People was implemented the 

situation is changing:  

 

“Lots of people in Britain know about self-advocacy but some schools do 

not know as much as people in social services. Traditionally, in education, 

students are not encouraged to speak up but things are changing – not only 

for those with learning difficulties but overall. Students are expected to 

respond.” 

 

This research clearly shows that the UK government is proactive in promoting 

self-advocacy in schools. However, the implementation seems weak. As 

suggested by several academics, a task force to monitor the implementation needs 

to be established and to be seen as a priority to ensure that all school authorities 

carry out their duties to enable students in all schools to learn about self-

advocacy. 

 

  

Self-Advocates Should be the Key People to Promote Self-advocacy in School 

 

Frank, proposed that self-advocacy should not be in the school curriculum for two 

reasons. Firstly, for schools in England, there is already a fixed curriculum that 

must be followed. Secondly, he argued:  

 

“From a philosophical point of view, particularly for those of us who have 

been involved in self-advocacy, we wouldn‟t see it as the most appropriate 

way forward, because teachers lack the independence and therefore we 

think they are not the most appropriate people to be teaching it. I think it 

should be self-advocates themselves going into school and promoting self-

advocacy.” 
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Two self-advocates, Jack, from a People First group and Darren, a self-advocate 

from Sheffield, agreed with Frank that their self-advocacy groups should go to 

special schools and mainstream schools to talk to people about self-advocacy. 

Kate, the support staff of the self-advocacy group in Sheffield, reported that their 

group has started a programme of going into mainstream schools and talking 

about what it is like to have a learning disability.  

 

According to Lydia, another lecturer in Manchester, the local government in 

Cheshire gives money to the Cheshire People First to go around special schools to 

talk to students about self-advocacy. Another good example given by Lydia is 

schools in South Wales where they have local people first going in to teach young 

people about the history of people with learning disabilities and what 

opportunities there are for people with learning disabilities. 

 

Lydia reported that in her research it was found that there were 1,200 self-

advocacy groups in UK by 2007. These self-advocacy groups are resources that 

should be engaged to promote self-advocacy in schools. 

 

 

The Impact of Self-Advocacy 
 

Through many years of involvement in the self-advocacy movement, Michael 

observed that the Self-Advocacy movement in the UK has evolved. They needed 

modular programmes in the early stages of the movement in the 70‟s and 80‟s. 

But, now they have learned to take charge in their various self-advocacy groups. 

The senior members of the group become role models for the new members and 

they impact one another through group activities and interaction. This observation 

shows that self-advocacy has positively influenced people with learning 

disabilities to be more vocal, more independent and have more control of their 

own groups. Goodley and Ramcharan (2005:168) asserted that the self-advocacy 

movement in UK; 

 

„…started with the voice of people with learning difficulties being heard 

for the first time through professional support, then became a voice in 

itself, and then developed into a voice that is also now being heard in 

unison with others with whom an interest is shared. In other words, 

advocacy and campaigning seem to have a natural history which, over 

time, relocates power to, with and for people themselves.‟  

   

Over the years, the self-advocacy movement in UK has produced self-advocates 

who are now able to influence others to self-advocate and thus they can play a 

very important role in positively impacting students with learning disabilities. The 

initiative of Cheshire local authorities in employing self-advocates to promote 

self-advocacy in school should be emulated by other local authorities. 

 



 23 

Those self-advocates I met showed capabilities and potentials in educating their 

peers and others about self-advocacy. Several were very articulate and confident 

in sharing stories and situations of people with learning disabilities. The self-

advocacy groups in Sheffield are able to discuss issues affecting people with 

learning disabilities and they are active in creating awareness in public places 

including schools and hospitals. 

 

 

 Promote Self-Advocacy Through Co-Curriculum  

 

Michael, the manager of an Advocacy Service Centre, observed that in the past 

self-advocacy was not introduced or promoted in schools. In recent years, some 

schools are beginning to have more awareness of the need to promote self-

advocacy. Some special schools have co-curriculum activities that promote self-

advocacy; for example, being involved in student council and having roles within 

the group equips them to self-advocate. Michael strongly advocates for self-

advocacy to be introduced in school. However, he emphasised that: 

 

“Self-advocacy can be learned but cannot be taught. Students can learn 

self-advocacy through empowering activities. They can learn from their 

peers such as having courage, confident and participation. Self-Advocacy 

is an innate ability. What they need is opportunities, peer influence, and 

encouragement. Activities through modular programmes can help students 

develop self-advocacy skills.  School need to believe that self-advocacy is 

a tool to empowerment and never an end in itself.” 
 

Kate agrees that co-curriculum such as student councils is an effective way of 

empowering students with learning disabilities to self-advocate. She reported that 

in Sheffield, there is a mainstream school that practices a combined council with a 

special school. Such practice creates successful inclusion in schools. 
 

  

4.5 Public Needs More Awareness About People Learning Disabilities  

 

This research discovered that even in UK, where there are many programmes 

initiated by the government, public awareness about people with learning 

disabilities is still weak. Several academics and practitioners pointed out that, 

though Valuing People has been operational since 2001, the society in general 

still lacks understanding of learning disabilities. Chris reflected that self-advocacy 

is important but self-advocacy will have more impact with better awareness of 

learning disabilities. He suggested that:  

 

“The media needs to be tackled in terms of the way they present learning 

difficulties across the spectrum. There are a number of different series on 

TV. But some programmes give people a general perception for example 

perception on people with autism. People get a general assumption. But 

what they need to know is about the impairment – this is not featured.”  
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Chris recommended that more emphasis on learning disabilities should be given 

in medicine, education and nursing programmes. There should be more 

compulsory elements in curricula about learning disabilities, not only general 

studies of cause and effect and life expectancy, but more emphasis about the 

challenges people with learning disabilities face in life.    

 

 

Coalition of the Disabled 

 

Most practitioners and academics in this research reported that people with 

learning disabilities were not actively involved in the disabled coalition in UK. 

This again reflected the lack of awareness about people with learning disabilities. 

Elly, an advocate for people with learning disabilities expressed her 

disappointment that people with learning disabilities were not getting any 

attention in the political scene:  

 

“Though Valuing People – white paper has been around for a long time – 

they are still side-lined. There are some places like Sheffield, where 

people with learning difficulties are included in the disabled coalition. But, 

this practice is rare.”  

 

Another observation by Elly is that the various disabled groups, blind, deafand 

physically disabled are not working together. She further commented that people 

with learning disabilities are in one corner and segregated. They are not included. 

They are not seen as people with disabilities. Though People First have been 

around for a long time they are still not included. The coalition, she said “doesn‟t 

really adhere to the United Nation Convention on the Rights of People with 

Disabilities.”  

 

Lydia pointed out that some self-advocacy groups are involved in the British 

Council of the Disabled but “there isn‟t any formalised thing”. In her research she 

found that there is a hierarchy of disabilities in the coalition, “The decision 

making is geared around what the other disability groups have to say over what 

people with learning difficulties have to say.” This other disability group would 

be mainly those with physical disabilities 

 

In Manchester, Frank indicated that there is a local organization called, „Greater 

Manchester Coalition of Disabled People‟. They are very politically active in their 

area. He recalled: 

 

“At a time some members of People First organisation think it would be 

good to link up with them. They joined. But, it was a bad experience. The 

coalition is made of people with physical or sensory impairment. They 

view people with learning difficulties either not disabled or have a 
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different kind of disability as them. They have a hierarchy. And so people 

with learning disabilities were treated differently in the organization.” 

 

All the above reports seem to indicate that people with learning disabilities have 

yet to be accepted by the Coalition of the Disabled as a disabled group that has a 

voice of their own and should be respected as part of their coalition. If the other 

disability groups in the coalition are aware and recognise that people with 

learning disabilities do have a strong political voice, they might create a more 

inclusive coalition. 

 

 

High Unemployment Rate, a Result of Unawareness. 

  

The issue of employment opportunities for people with learning disabilities 

surfaced during the data collection. Several factors that caused the high rate of 

unemployment amongst people with learning disabilities were considered. The 

government provision system for people with disabilities seems to have deterred 

some people from engaging in employment. One other key issue raised is the lack 

of awareness amongst employers about people with learning disabilities. Some 

misconceptions about people with learning disabilities could have discouraged 

them from hiring people with learning disabilities.  

 

Currently, many people with learning disabilities are unemployed. According to 

Chris, a survey conducted in 2003 to 2004 showed that only 3% of people with 

severe learning disabilities and 19-20% of the mild or moderate category are 

employed. He stressed that their unemployment was generally not due to the fact 

that they don‟t want to lose their benefits but due to employers not wanting to 

take them on, “Though there is a Discrimination Act in UK, they still don‟t want 

to take them.”  

 

Chris is of the opinion that if employers and public in general have a good 

perception of the ability of people with learning disabilities to perform at work, 

they will be inclined to consider hiring them. He related an incident where people 

with learning disabilities in a particular county were given employment because 

an organisation had strategically placed them in a working environment that is 

visible. It is a known fact that people with learning disabilities are capable of 

coping in a work environment with proper job coaching and that when this occurs, 

they will not be seen as “figures of fear” but as human beings. Chris strongly 

proposed that there should be more education for the public about people with 

learning disabilities.  

 

One of the factors contributing to the current situation of unemployment could be 

the protests amongst some academics who view employment of people with 

learning disabilities in places such as factories as a form of exploitation. Adrienne 

reported:    
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“I think some academics are responsible for this current unemployment 

situation. There used to be people with learning disabilities who worked in 

factories. It was fantastic. They work hard and did well. But, some of 

these academics saw this as exploitation and spoke against such 

employment. But, such opportunity gives them a place to contribute and to 

do a job. But is it unfortunate that the system was challenged.”  
 

Lydia and Frank observed that many adults with learning disabilities end up 

working in self-advocacy organisations. Some work in voluntary organisations 

without pay. Some are doing part-time jobs. In Manchester, some adults are given 

the opportunities to teach in the university, engaging in research projects and 

writing book chapters and journal articles. But, there are many others who end up 

spending unproductive time sleeping in and watching television. 

 

According to Adrienne many day services are shut down with nothing to replace 

these services. She further reported that In Personalisation 2008, implemented by 

the Department of Health, people are given money to direct their own life, but, 

people do not know what to do with the money. There are no places or services to 

go to. There are few options. Adrienne further reported that parents who are older 

do not see beyond the day centre: 

 

“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 issue limits the 

development of these programmes.  Only a few universities are forward 

thinking in providing opportunities for people with learning disabilities to 

be involved in some programmes but very few. They sometimes provide 

short 6 weeks courses – which are not very progressive. Most of the 

courses are just a community programme. It is quite tokenistic. Not 

enterprising.” 

 

It seems many adults prefer not to go to day services. Several academics and 

advocates reported that the jobs offered in most day services are boring. Though 

some have started to develop more enterprising activities, the development of 

enterprising programmes is not at a significant level.  

 

Contrary to the above observation, Powell and Flynn (2005:405) informed that 

some parents or carers choose to send their children to day centres as it gives 

them (the parents and carers) “a sense of security alongside a sense of the 

satisfaction and pride that arises from being „worker‟.”   

 

Adrienne observed that younger parents are looking at more options and possibly 

looking to find jobs for their children. They have the aspiration. Elly noted that 

many parents want their children to move on to residential colleges to have a 

university experience but it is too expensive and there are limited places. She 

reported that there are projects in Stockport for those who need supported 
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employment. Some work only a few hours a week because there are regulations 

on the number of working hours allowed. 

 

Powell and Flynn (2005:405-406) cited Lister et al. 1992; Pozner & Hammond 

1993; & Powell, 1991, in their paper, noting that supported employment was 

introduced in the late 80‟s and early 90‟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‟.  

 

The research of Powell and Flynn concluded (2005:406) that supported 

employment has not been successful for two reasons; firstly, the agencies 

involved used the approach of “„train then place‟ stance of day services and 

defeated the innovatory „place and train‟ characteristics associated with supported 

employment”; secondly, the agencies, despite having the expertise to work with 

clients, were not skilful in working with employers. This resulted in the number 

of people with learning disabilities entering paid employment remaining very low. 

 

Social firms were established in the late 90‟s to overcome unemployment and the 

unproductive day centres that were losing their popularity amongst people with 

learning disabilities. The social firm movement was spearheaded by Social Firms 

UK, reported Powell and Flynn (2005:406). They observed that; 

 

“The reality has been that the cultural divide between low-risk, non-

commercial day centres and high-risk, economically viable social firms 

has been too great.” 

 

Powell and Flynn (2005:413) pointed out that there were many overwhelming 

obstacles to social firm development from within statutory structures. The social 

firms which were enterprising and income generating had a positive future but 

“the success of social firms has yet to have an impact on day services.” 

  

The arguments on employment show that there are several factors that have 

contributed to the low employment of people with learning disabilities. 

Awareness seems to be one of the major factors. Social firms are up and coming 

in replacing day centres. The success of social firms depends on public awareness 

that encourages the public to support such enterprises by purchasing their 

products. Since it has been raised that employers in general lack knowledge about 

learning disabilities, it is critical to have more trained job coaches who are 

equipped to educate the employers about people with learning disabilities and 

have the ability to negotiate with employers to create sustainable employment for 

employees with learning disabilities. Self-advocacy groups can do a substantial 

job in creating awareness by sharing stories of members who been successfully 

employed.  
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4.6 The Impact on Self-Advocacy in a Culturally Different Environment 

 

Participants were asked whether there is a difference in impact of education about 

self-advocacy on people in the urban and rural areas. This research is not 

extensive enough to gather any conclusive results on this question. Responses of 

participants suggest that people, whether in rural or urban areas, can learn to self-

advocate if given an opportunity. As observed earlier, it is a culture in the UK that 

people are generally encouraged to speak up in schools. Jazmyn has the opinion 

that, “It doesn‟t make a difference living in the city or rural area – it depends on 

the opportunities given to them by their family.” 

 

When dealing with educational choices, perhaps parents in the rural areas may be 

less informed and may not be able to prepare their children to speak up at reviews 

and transition if the schools do not provide adequate support. Brandon has some 

opinions on this issue but he emphasised that we can‟t generalise opinions on this 

issue: 

 

“Urban are usually further ahead and advance. Ideas do take longer to 

reach remote areas. Culturally, people in rural area don‟t like change very 

much. Multiculturalism is more accepted in urban than rural area. But, we 

can‟t generalize. My brother (who has learning disabilities) lives in the 

city and is independent. Whereas, my brother-in-law who also has learning 

disabilities lives in the country and he is happy where he is. In London, 

more people are in supported living but people are lonely, don‟t have 

many friends and don‟t feel safe going out at night.”  

 

Several participants, including a few self-advocates and practitioners, stressed that 

transport is an issue for those who live in a more rural area where public transport 

is less accessible. This creates problems for people to travel for self-advocacy 

meetings or activities organised by self-advocacy groups. Leon and Jack reported 

that their People First group lost several members when they moved office, 

because “it is too far to commute”. Lydia commented that in Cumbria for 

example, people have issues with transport, in getting to places. In the big city she 

said, “transport is easier, they have more activities and opportunities”. On the 

contrary Jazmyn has the opinion that, “In city, where people live with parents, 

they tend to be more protected.” 

 

 

5. Recommendations and Conclusion 

 

This research has given me a broad overview of the services provided by the UK 

government for people with disabilities. On the whole, I am very impressed with 

the UK government in its provision for people with disabilities in the aspects of 

health, education, support services, benefits and residential choices. I have also 

observed that public services such as accessible transport and accessible 
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environment are being considered for people with disabilities as shown in the 

following pictures: 

 

 
A public bus with a  ramp at Windermere        A train that provides a portable ramp 

 

   
Services to assist mobility at Windermere   Accessible toilets  

 



 30 

 
Even a wheelchair user has access for a boat ride at Windermere.                                                           

Picture shows a wheelchair user queuing up for a boat ride 

 

 

5.1 Recommendations for the Malaysian Government 

 

There is much for the Malaysian government to learn from the UK government in 

terms of planning services for people with disabilities. We have much to emulate 

in all aspects of services. Though it was pointed out in this research that Valuing 

People (2001) has weaknesses in its implementation, I observed that generally it 

has produced many positive results. It seems to have created more awareness and 

promoted quality services for people with learning disabilities through its well 

planned programmes and provisions as stated in its printed documents that are 

widely circulated.  

 

The SEN Code of Practices (2001) prioritised that education for people with 

learning disabilities would be carried out in respect to their needs, including those 

with complex needs. People with complex needs are not regarded as uneducable 

as in some countries. Instead, the government strives to give them equal 

opportunities.  

 

Valuing People Now (2009) clearly implies that the government evaluates 

programmes implemented and is open to changes in areas where there are still 

weaknesses. The fact that self-advocates are involved in task forces of Regional 

Forums set up by Department of Health shows that the opinions of the grassroots 

are valued. 

 

In regards to promotion of self-advocacy, I strongly recommend that the 

Malaysian government consider setting a budget for structured provision and 

support for the development of a self-advocacy movement as practiced in the UK. 

It is encouraging to note that in the UK, Valuing People has impacted the local 

authorities in general to have an awareness of the needs of people with learning 

disabilities and to make provision for them to run their own self-advocacy 
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organisations. Some local authorise even employ people with learning disabilities 

to promote self-advocacy in school.  

 

 

5.2  Recommendations for the UK Government 

 

The challenge for the UK government, as analysed in this research, is to have a 

more thorough monitoring and assessment of the implementation of services 

promoted in Valuing People and SEN Code of Practice. It was raised by 

participants of this research that self-advocacy was highly promoted in Valuing 

People and SEN Code of Practice, yet it has yet to impact the education system 

for people with learning disabilities. There is more room for improvement in the 

implementation on the promotion of self-advocacy through the school system.  

 

Teachers need to understand the importance of self-advocacy and how it can 

be introduced effectively. Self-advocacy groups should be engaged to talk to 

students about the impact of self-advocacy and the knowledge of rights. Local 

authorities such as Cheshire should be emulated in empowering and engaging 

self-advocates for educational programmes on self-advocacy in schools. 

 

Several participants of this research recommended that the school authorities 

and teachers have to be better equipped to educate students with learning 

disabilities in the mainstream as well as in special education. Awareness and in-

depth studies on learning disabilities and child rights should be made compulsory 

in curricula for teachers training programmes.  

 

Implementation of annual reviews and transition should be scrutinised to 

limit the burden on families and children with complex disabilities. It should be 

an effective tool to further improve educational services. Assessment has to be 

made to ensure that the voices of students with complex disabilities are not 

overlooked. 

 

Inclusive education should also be re evaluated to ensure that it is effective in 

providing adequate education for students with learning disabilities. More efforts 

are needed to ensure that they are included in all curricula and co-curricula 

activities. It was pointed out by some academics and parents that teacher aides 

should have better qualifications so that their support for students with learning 

disabilities is more effective.  

 

Education on social inclusion should happen at school level where people with 

learning disabilities are respected, given their rights to make choices and given 

opportunities to voice up for themselves and to have full participation in all 

educational and co-curricula activities. Such an environment will create an 

inclusive society that respects and embraces people with learning disabilities.  
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Much more effective public awareness programmes are needed to create a 

more inclusive society. Valuing People Now plays an important role in improving 

integration of people with learning disabilities in the society so that inclusion does 

not stop after they leave school but continues for life. This research suggests that 

inclusion should not happen only in the class room or school but also in the 

community and the society at large where people with learning disabilities can 

self-advocate and be respected as equal.  

 

An inclusive society will include people with learning disabilities in the work 

force. Social firms and supported employment seem to be a way forward to 

include more people with learning disabilities in the work force. Inclusion should 

be reflected in the employment opportunities and full integration in society, 

including their involvement in the coalition of the disabled. 

 

 

5.3       Conclusion 

 

This research has proposed several effective approaches to enhance self-advocacy 

in schools. Many participants stressed that self-advocacy and the self-advocacy 

movement is vital for people with learning disabilities to have a more 

participative role in society. The UK government should be applauded for 

supporting and promoting self-advocacy. Self-advocacy has changed the lives of 

people with learning disabilities from institutional to a more inclusive community.  

 

I believe that self-advocacy will continue to play an important role in breaking 

more social barriers and enabling people with learning disabilities to advance 

further to realise a real inclusive community. I am encouraged to see many people 

in UK, including practitioners, advocates and academics, who are committed to 

the development of the self-advocacy movement and well-being of people with 

learning disabilities. Support from them will improve the progress of the self-

advocacy movement, especially amongst the younger generation. This will ensure 

that the rights and well-being of people with learning disabilities will continue to 

be protected now and in the future.  
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