David Hunter

FE Sector Workforce Strategy Team

Lifelong Learning UK

5th Floor St Andrew’s House

18-20 St Andrew Street

London

EC4A 3AY

30th October 2007

Consultation on Workforce Strategy for the Further Education Sector in England, 2007-2012

Dear David,

Skill is pleased to be able to respond to this consultation in relation to disabled staff and students. As you know, Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities promotes opportunities to empower young people and adults with any kind of disability to realise their potential in further, continuing and higher education, training and employment throughout the United Kingdom. Skill works by providing information and advice to individuals, promoting good practice and influencing policy in partnership with disabled people, service providers and policy makers.
Skill believes that there will be two different positive outcomes of developing the Further Education (FE) Sector workforce. The first of these will obviously be an improved workforce itself, but the second of these will be the improved learning experience and outcomes for the learners it educates.

Skill has welcomed the Commission for Disabled Staff led by NIACE, which has sought to highlight the issues facing disabled staff throughout the further, and higher education system. Skill’s evidence to the Commission has commented on the lack of infrastructure and support for disabled staff leading to low levels of disclosure and reports of negative experiences. The contributions of the whole work force must be valued and disabled people must not be sidelined. Today’s disabled students may well be tomorrow’s disabled staff but unless steps are taken to improve provision for disabled staff, talent will be lost to other sectors.    
Skill has enclo sed a copy of its evidence to the Commission for Disabled Staff as this also addresses issues raised in this consultation about increasing the diversity of the workforce (Priority 4). It must be recognised though, that the experiences and importance of disabled staff must be present in every priority and must not only be addressed when considering diversity issues.

The second outcome of developing the workforce in the FE Sector will be improved opportunities and skills for learners. In order to meet the targets set out in the Leitch Implementation Plan
, disabled people must have access to appropriate opportunities and support to improve their skills. Analysis by the Social Market Foundation showed that “even if all of the non-disabled population were to achieve [Level 2], the UK would fall 800,000 attainments short of 95% at Level 2 without improvement in the skills of disabled people”.
 It is imperative therefore that the FE workforce is equipped with the correct qualifications and skills in order to support and educate learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.

Priority 3 of the strategy is training and developing the modern, professionalized workforce. Skill recommends that this priority include the recruitment and training of specialist teachers for learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities and support workers. There is only a small mention of “addressing the diverse needs of learners”
 but unless the development of this very specific aspect of the workforce is seen as a priority there will not be enough appropriately trained members of staff to support this group of learners. This is not an area that can be addressed solely through continuing professional development or transferable skills, but is an area that needs specific attention to ensure an equipped workforce and successful learning.

Research has shown that an institution’s capacity to deliver programmes and provide support for learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities is affected by the limited knowledge, teaching experience and professional qualifications for those teaching these learners. This has been reflected in the recommendations of Through Inclusion to Excellence
, the review chaired by Peter Little, OBE, who is a trustee of Skill. The LSC accepted the recommendations of the report fully, including: “That the LSC collaborate with LLUK and CEL in the development of occupational standards and appropriate qualifications for al staff working with learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.” Raising the quality of provision for learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities, including workforce development, has been designated a major priority for the LSC and is highlighted in Learning for Living and Work strategies.

The National Deaf Children’s Society has highlighted that “on average only a third of deaf children achieve 5 or more C+ grades at GCSE, compared to over half of their hearing peers”
. However with the correct support, deaf children should not under-achieve compared to their peers. Communication Support Workers (CSWs) provide specific communication support for learners, but also work with teachers adapting material or supporting students beyond the classroom. For deaf learners to access learning, quality communication support is needed. 

In order to address the diverse needs of learners, staff in the Further Education sector must be equip with the skills to adapt learning and materials for learners with a range of disabilities. Specific support staff might include communication support workers, British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters, advisory teachers for visually impaired students, learning support assistants and personal assistants. However the responsibility for meeting learners needs does not lie solely with specific support staff, and there is a duty for all staff in the FE sector to have disability equality training and the skills to meet the needs of these learners. 
Yours sincerely
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Barbara Waters

Chief Executive

Enc. 

Evidence for the Commission for Disabled Staff, September 2007, Skill

� World Class Skills: Implementing the Leitch Review of Skills in England (DIUS, July 2007)


� Disability, Skills and Work: Raising our ambitions (Social Market Foundation supported by Disability Rights Commission, June 2007)


� Workforce Strategy for the Further Education Sector in England, 2007-2012 (Lifelong Learning UK, July 2007) page 44


� Through Inclusion to Excellence (LSC, 2005)


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.ndcs.org.uk/about_us/campaigns_policies/ndcs_policies/supporting_bsl_users.html" ��http://www.ndcs.org.uk/about_us/campaigns_policies/ndcs_policies/supporting_bsl_users.html� 






