Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

The Future for Lifelong Learning: A national strategy

Evidence on Learning in the workplace

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 welcomes the establishment and remit of the Inquiry into The Future for Lifelong Learning.  Skill’s area of expertise lies in the lifelong learning opportunities for disabled people, and so our responses to calls for evidence throughout the Inquiry will focus on this area. Skill’s response to the Commission for Disabled Staff in Lifelong Learning has been enclosed, as many of the themes explored there are also relevant here. Regarding this particular call for evidence on learning in the workplace, Skill would like to emphasise the importance of identifying workplace-learning opportunities for disabled staff.

Continuing professional development is very important for individuals and for employers. Skill wishes to emphasise the importance of equal access to staff development opportunities both internally and externally for disabled employees. Skill recommends that the Learning and Skills Council continue to pursue including a diversity component of the Investors In People (IIP) award. This is important, as Skill believes it will reveal that disabled employees are less likely to undertake training activities. 

Staff development opportunities and activities need to be accessible from the outset and designed around the working life, for example taking into account people who work part-time or work from home. Disabled employees may need adjustments such as rest breaks and accessible materials.  Disabled employees may not be accessing development opportunities because of their own concerns about the availability of support and adjustments, or because they are not encouraged to do so by their employers (who themselves may be concerned about the availability and arrangements for support and adjustments).

One aspect of learning in the workplace that can be overlooked is that of retraining for employees who become disabled whilst in post. Employers have a duty under the Disability Discrimination Act to make reasonable adjustments for disabled employees, which includes people who become disabled whilst in post. In meeting this duty, employers may need to adjust a person’s job and role and may need to provide training and learning opportunities for them. Skill believes that it is important that employers meet this duty as without it disabled people can face poverty as a result of unfair dismissal. 

Skill has found that many employers are unaware of the Access to Work scheme (AtW), which can provide equipment and personal assistance for disabled employees. Increasing awareness of this scheme to employers and disabled people should reduce anxieties around providing reasonable adjustments and support for disabled employees in their jobs and in workplace learning.

The continuing professional development needs and opportunities for disabled staff members can often be overlooked, as many managers may view disabled people as having limited potential. There can also be concerns about funding and paying for adjustments or support for such activities by managers. 
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