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Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

Consultation on the Learning and Skills Council: National Mental Health Strategy Refresh December 2008

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.

We have responded by commenting under each of the main headings in the strategy as opposed to commenting on each of the 27 questions. This is because many of our comments are broader. Where you have asked whether we agree or not we have listed these at the end of each section to aid you with your data collection.

In some cases we may refer to recommendations set out in our response to the Improving Services for People with Mental Health Difficulties (2006) strategy. You can view a copy online at:

http://www.skill.org.uk/uploads/media/LSC_Mental_Health_Oct_06.doc
General

Skill welcomes the strategy which strengthens the commitment to learners with mental health difficulties. It builds on the significant work and commitment shown by LSC in recent years, which should be seen as an exemplar for such bodies. Mental ill health is extremely common (1 in 4 people will experience some kind of mental health problem in the course of a year).
 It also has a critical impact on peoples’ lives. Labour Force Statistics shows that people with mental ill health are significantly less likely to be employed (20% compared with 81% amongst the non-disabled adult population). 
Q1 Strongly agree

Communicating priorities (Q4-6)
Skill welcomes the commitment to communicate this priority to the Young People’s Learning Agency, Skills Funding Agency and local authorities. As highlighted, the LSC vision will only be achieved if these agencies together with local authorities take on mental health as a priority. Because the LSC has been so proactive and has committed additional funding to this area, it will be vital that the successor agencies take on the implementation of this programme. In addition, Government ministers will need to ensure that provision for disabled learners, including those with mental health difficulties, continue to be prioritised under the new arrangements from 2010. Skill welcomes strongly the leadership shown to the FE sector, as demonstrated by the Foreword from Chris Banks, LSC Chairman.
Also welcome is the commitment to communicate the vision to employers and partners in terms of employing more people with mental health difficulties. According to a CIPD Labour Market Outlook survey (2005), one in five employers said they exclude job applications from candidates with a history of mental health problems.

Challenging assumptions and changing attitudes is one of culture change and encouraging them to become ‘Mindful Employers’ is a useful but small step. Skill recommends that the LSC should look at the experiences of campaigns such as ‘See Me’
 and ‘Stuff Stigma.’

It may also be useful to consult with organisations that have successfully worked with employers to move people into employment such as South West London and St George’s Mental Health Trust. In 2004/05 their User Employment Programme enabled 479 people with mental health difficulties to gain new jobs in a wide range of occupations.
Q4 Strongly agree

Q5 Agree
Learner involvement (Q7-10)
Skill welcomes the commitment to involving learners with mental health difficulties to ‘underpin and inform’ LSC work. Further welcomed is the intention to consult with a large number of people with different backgrounds. Important to add to the list (Page 11) are young offenders, a large proportion of who have mental health difficulties. 
The Prison Reform Trust recently consulted offenders with learning disabilities and/or disabilities, finding that those with ‘hidden disabilities’ (often those with mental health difficulties) were less likely to attend educational activities and visit the library preferring to spend time on their own. The review also found that staff were often unaware of offenders with ‘hidden disabilities’. Further results together with their methodology are available in their report: ‘No One Knows: learning disability and learning difficulties in prison.’
 
The LSC may also wish to refer to the Ofsted annual review 2007/8 as they consulted extensively with offenders.

The process of consulting learners with mental health difficulties must also be passed effectively to the new agencies. It is also important to explore a number of different ways to involve learners. The National Learner Panel is by application only and so it is more than possible that one year students with mental health difficulties will not be represented. 

The ‘Talk to Des’ online forum was an innovative way to consult but was focused on input for the disability equality scheme. It could be refocused and promoted to serve as a useful forum on mental health.
Many people with mental health difficulties may not consider themselves disabled and so a separate forum may well be advisable. 
A good example of learner involvement is Skill’s Youth Involvement Strategy. Through projects such as Volunteer Voices we give disabled learners the chance to raise issues and directly influence our work. We do this through a number ways:
· Virtual Youth Board Members – who run online discussions
· Skill Council Members – who help shape the work of Skill
· Youth working party – a group linked to the Council
· Interviewers – disabled young people who act as roving reporters asking key people their views on disability 

· Focus groups –  who act as a forum that Skill staff can consult
· Paid internships

We are happy to share our experiences of these initiatives with the LSC and successor agencies although it should be noted some are in their infancy.

Other examples of best practice on involving young people can be found through organisations such Participation Works, the Edge Learner Forum and the British Youth Council.
 
Q7 Strongly agree

Q8 Agree

Q9 Agree

Working with partners (Q11-15)
Skill welcomes the aims set out in the strategy to work closely with a range of partners including government departments but also the voluntary and community sector. Also important is the relationship with new services due to come online over the next two years. Relations with the Adult Advancement and Careers Service and the National Apprenticeship Service will not only need to be fostered but successfully handed over to the new agencies.
The link with Connexions should also be explored. Some students discuss mental health issues with Connexions Personal Advisors but request that the information is not passed onto training providers or colleges.
 Furthermore there has been good feedback from Connexions ‘Flying Mentors’ which again provide a one-to-one service. It may be possibly to build on these examples.
Skill also sees relations with the NHS as vital. There are a number of Mental Health Trusts providing support for people moving into work or education. Best practice examples and relationships might be obtained by working with the Mental Health Network

A key issue in colleges is a lack of information about specialist mental health and support services.
 For the LSC to achieve its vision, partners must be aware of other services and refer students effectively.

Also relevant is the work of Jill Mumford. Jill offers the vital view of a practitioner as she is a Support Tutor in the Inclusive Learning Team at Wigan and Leigh College. Her work will assist in the implementation of the LSC strategy. For an introduction to her work see the article: ‘Mental health and employment partnerships: an investigation into effective working practice.’
 This looks at how a successful partnership can be replicated.
Q12 Strongly agree

Q13 Agree

Planning (Q16-17)
Skill welcomes the intention toward revising the Individual Learner record so that progression can be recorded more effectively. In approaching disclosure the LSC should consider the recommendations from the Get PAID report,
 such as information on ‘how’ disclosure will be used as well as reassurance that disclosure will not affect admission or progression. Also important to consider is the report: ‘Do you have a disability – yes or no? or is there a better way of asking?

Q16 Strongly agree

Q17 Agree

Quality (Q18-21)
Skill welcomes the assertion that the majority of learners with mental health difficulties will benefit from an inclusive teaching environment alongside their peers and that not all teachers need specialist mental health knowledge. It is however important that specialist help is available. Skill has received feedback from the sector that there is a lack of available staff in colleges to work with students with mental health difficulties.
 
Skill further welcomes the commitment to work with Lifelong Learning UK to create training and development opportunities for staff with regards to providing advice and guidance for learners with mental health.
There is a wealth of best practice for the LSC to use in implementing this part of the strategy. The below should be useful.
In supporting staff, consideration should be given to the guidance produced for senior managers in Higher Education by Philip Scarffe from the Mental Health Advisors Network, Sian Davies from the NUS and Rosalind Crouch from the University of Herefordshire. The guidance covers the promotion of well being for staff and students together with support for those students who have mental health difficulties.
 

Staff can also benefit from the ‘Supporting student mental health and well-being’ website. This was produced for Scotland's Colleges and Universities as they had asked for a central resource that gives information and guidance, especially relating to the support of student mental health and well-being.
 
It is important to build in recommendations from the Get PAID report.
 In particular learning establishments should have clear guidance regarding the support available for learners with mental health difficulties. This should include day-to-day advice for staff as well as how and when to refer learners to other organisations and specialists.
Also important to take on board with regards to staff in FE are the recommendations made by the Commission for Disabled Staff in Lifelong Learning. Skill supports the 12 recommendations and in particular those around mental health such as applying the advice of the Health and Safety Executive on managing stress, promoting well-being and increasing the knowledge of employees at all levels.

Q19 Agree

Q20 Strongly agree

Q21 Strongly agree

Learner Progression (Q22-24)
Skill welcomes the aim of working with partners in Higher Education (HE) in order to aid academic progression as well as with the Adults Advancement and Careers Service on transition into employment. This should be broadened to include discussions with Jobcentre Plus and organisations such as Remploy able to find places for learners who require work experience or have completed their course.
The LSC is also right in that there is a legacy of low expectations placed on people with mental health difficulties. Success stories should therefore be used to inspire current students and staff.

A key to progression for learners with mental health difficulties is flexibility. This is particularly the case for learners with fluctuating conditions. The LSC together with the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority must ensure that all progression pathways under the new Foundation Learning Tier are flexible. An inclusive framework flexible enough for students with fluctuating conditions will lead to fewer adjustments later on.
For good practice guidance on supporting learners into work experience or volunteering we would draw your attention to our publications: Into work experience and Into volunteering.

An example of best practice in supporting people with mental health difficulties into employment can be found in Jenni Bacon, Helen Lockett and Miles Rinaldi’s article ‘What’s in a name? The IPS approach to supported employment.’
 The article explores an approach pioneered in the US and piloted in the UK which has significant employment outcomes for people with mental health difficulties.
Funding (Q25-27)
The vision outlined here to move toward a cross-agency approach in terms of direct payments and individualised budgets is exciting in principle. It is important however that a thorough impact assessment is carried out and that disabled people are involved and listened to throughout the process. 
Q25 Agree
Q26 Agree
Q27 Yes
Skill Policy Team
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� http://www.mentalhealth.org.uk


� http://www.seemescotland.org.uk


� http://www.rethink.org


� www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/nok


� www.ofsted.gov.uk/annualreview0708


� www.participationworks.org.uk, www.byc.org.uk/ and www.edgelearnerforum.co.uk/


� Research into current and future support needs of students with Mental Health Support Needs (2008) The Get PAID Project.


� www.nhsconfed.org/mental-health/mental-health-2536.cfm


� Research into current and future support needs of students with Mental Health Support Needs (2008) The Get PAID Project.


� Skill Journal Number  90 March 2008


� Ibid


� Do you have a disability – yes or no? or is there a better way of asking?


Guidance on disability disclosure and respecting confidentiality (2005) The Learning and Skills Development Agency (2005) https://www.lsneducation.org.uk/


� Skill consultation response: Improving Services for People with Mental Health Difficulties (2006


�www.uwic.ac.uk/disability/useful_resources/Final_Guidelines_for_Mental_Health_Promotion_in_Higher_Education%2007.doc


� www.ssmh.ac.uk/ and Skill Journal number 88 June 2007.


� Research into current and future support needs of students with Mental Health Support Needs (2008) The Get PAID Project.


� www.niace.org.uk/projects/commissionfordisabledstaff/


� Into volunteering and Into Work Experience are available at: www.skill.org.uk/shop/


� Article in A life in the day Volume 12 Issue 4 November 2008
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