Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

In work, better off: next steps to full employment
Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities is a national voluntary organisation that 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.

As Skill’s knowledge and experience lie in the area of disability, it is not able to answer the majority of the questions posed in the consultation, because the main focus is on lone parents. Issues surrounding lone disabled parents and parents of disabled children are important and will be addressed in responses from fellow members of the Disability Benefits Consortium including the Every Disabled Child Matters campaign and the Child Poverty Action Group. Skill is disappointed that there is so little done in this consultation to address the needs of disabled people who are in or entering the benefits system and/or could leave the benefits system to enter work.

Skill supports the notion of work for those who can and support for those who cannot. Skill believes that the underling principles of the benefit system must be a fair, simple and empowering system, with the citizen at the centre and a personalised model of conditionality.

Qualifications of disabled people

As In Work Better Off suggests, people with low or no skills or qualifications have a very challenging time in the labour market (Chapter 2, 17).

A third of people with no qualifications are disabled people
, yet there is no mention of the skills of disabled people in these proposals. Disabled people are also far less likely to be in employment than non-disabled people. For the 40% of disabled people who have no qualifications
, low skills can be a significant barrier to participation in a competitive labour market.  As Disability, Skills and Work
 points out there is a double disadvantage as “the link between skills and employment is event stronger for disabled people: having low skills holds a greater labour market penalty for them”
. 

Education as a pathway to employment

Skill supports the development of a more coherent approach to helping economically inactive people with disabilities into the labour market. In order to achieve the goal of an employment rate of 80% (Chapter 1, point 5), the government must help people with low skills to find work; a sustainable approach to this is to encourage and support them improve their skills and qualifications. Education and learning can not only help to improve skill levels but also to improve benefit recipients’ confidence and overall employability. Skill must reiterate the point made to the Department in June 2006
 that there needs to be a more explicit reference to education as work-focused activity that can improve a persons chances of finding, sustaining and progressing in employment.

It is important that the Department continues to recognise that being able to study is different from being able to work and that there is awareness of this throughout Jobcentre Plus staff and systems. Skill has recommended that education is included in the list of “suitable activities” and that staff are made aware of the benefits of education as both work related activity and as a valuable learning experience for people who are currently not able to work. It is our understanding that Jobcentre Plus has accepted this recommendation.

Skill welcomes the Adult Careers Service and supports its role in identifying claimants with skills needs (Chapter 4, point 54) and supporting them in accessing provision to improve or update their skills. In line with the Leitch skills agenda, Skill supports the education and training opportunities offered to all learners throughout the Foundation Learning Tier. 

In Work Better Off highlights local 14-19 partnerships as providing a key role for promoting opportunities and choice for young people (Chapter 5, point 32). Skill agrees and is pleased that a range of opportunities will be available for learners, including general qualifications, vocational qualifications, and the framework of the Foundation Learning Tier. 
Work experience and disabled people

Skill supports the suggestion that for those able to work, a period of work experience after claiming benefit for a defined period would refresh someone’s work skills (Chapter 4, point 37) (Question 16). 

It is important that work experience is properly structured, and that there is flexibility to reflect the needs of individual disabled people. A requirement that work experience is full-time, or that claimants find their own work experience, for example, might not be suitable or effective for all claimants with disabilities. 
Disabled people who need support when working are likely to also require support when undertaking work experience. Access to Work funding is available for disabled people in employment to pay for the costs of adjustments, such as sign-language interpreter or specialist software, and funding for similar support and adjustments will be needed if there is a requirement to undertake work experience. 

Skill recommends that funding for necessary support and adjustments is available to allow claimants with a disability to successfully undertake work experience. It is important that funding is available for those with particular needs, however it must be pointed out that most disabled people do not require costly adjustments.
Access to employment 

Skill supports the notion of work for those who can and support for those can’t. Providing the support to move people off benefits and into employment where possible will reduce the number of people relying on benefits and those living in poverty. Skill believes that the support aspect of employment programmes is key because of the difficulties with transition in to employment and sustaining employment for those who have not been in work for a significant amount of time (Chapter 2, point 9 and Chapter 3, point 9).

One barrier that disabled face when trying to enter employment is that of employer attitudes. Additional costs for support or equipment can be met through Access to Work, but experience has shown that attitudinal barriers can be more difficult to address. Skill agrees that working in partnership with employers is key as the Jobs Pledges and Local Employment Partnerships suggest. However in order to successfully fill vacancies in the long term Skill believes that more work must be done with and by employers to increase awareness of disability equality issues. The Disability Equality Duty applies to public bodies, but private organistions who have chosen to implement the duty themselves have found it to have very positive effects throughout the workforce and productivity. 

Skill recommends that employers involved in the Jobs Pledge are required to develop, implement and monitor a Disability Equality Scheme that actively involves disabled people and positively promotes disability throughout the organisation. 

Partnerships

Skill is pleased that In Work Better Off mentions the necessity for partnership working for delivering services to young people (Chapter 5, point 32). Local 14-19 partnerships are mentioned because of their key role in planning the provision for education and skills for 14-19 year olds. However, Skill must highlight that this provision must extend up to the age of 25 for learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities. Skill is concerned that provision for these learners is not forgotten or left as an afterthought. The Department for Work and Pensions is part of the joint strategy, Progression through Partnership
 with the Department of Health, Department for Children, Schools and Families and Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills.  This positive approach to collaboration and partnership working must continue at a national level and must also be reflected at a local level throughout the four departments. 

Single working-age benefit

Skill supports the recent publication by the Institute of Public Policy Research (IPPR), One for all: active welfare and the single working-age benefit
 and further discussion around the issue of a single working-age benefit. Skill is a member of the Disability Benefit Consortium who will be submitting a joint response to the Department on In Work Better Off that will cover the suggestion of a single working age benefit.
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