“SEEN BUT NOT HEARD” – raising disability awareness within our communities – by Pelin Ahmet
 

What do you want to be when you grow up?  A typical question we ask children, but do we pose the same question to children with a learning or physical disability.  Unfortunately, the general vocational expectations tend to be much lower for people with disabilities.  Employment statistics show the imbalance between disabled and non-disabled people in employment. Nearly one in five people of working age (6.9 million, or 19%) in the UK are disabled.  There are currently 1.2 million disabled people in the UK who are available for and want to work, many of whom are unemployed and socially isolated.  Only half of disabled people of working age, are in work (50%) compared with 80% of non-disabled people.  Employment rates vary greatly according to the type of impairment a person has.  Shockingly, of the 50% of disabled people in employment, only 17% of those are people with learning disabilities, (Office for National Statistics Labour Force Survey, Oct-Dec 2007).  These statistics have remained the same for many years and not surprisingly, the figures have been growing since the recession. In some respects, society is starting to recognise that having a disability, does not mean you are unable to work, or to do a job.  The Disability Discrimination Act (2005) stipulated that disabled people should get a fair chance and an opportunity, to be considered for a job and that reasonable adjustments are made for disabled people in the workplace.  The reasonable adjustments can be anything from flexible work times to tailored training programmes and specialist support services, (Ismail, Kaji; Guardian,  23/06/2009).  Despite laws designed to encourage the employment of disabled people, employment is impeded by society’s bias that a person with a disability is not a capable person.  This leads to prejudice, stereotyping and discrimination that can create barriers beyond the physical or cognitive limitations of the person.  Other difficulties faced by parents can pose as additional barriers to obtaining the required education and training for employment.  For parents, the natural instinct is to ‘protect’ the child/young person from failure and disappointment, which can sometimes underestimate the abilities of their child and in doing so, they could limit their child’s potential for an independent life within the community.  Other possible barriers to working, could be attributed to the so called ‘poverty trap’, which places a reliance on the ‘benefits system’ (DLA, Incapacity, etc) and often prevents or deters disabled people and/or their carers from actively working in ‘paid employment’, as the difference between money earned through working and the money received through benefits, for some, does not seem a worthwhile incentive to ‘give up’ your benefits for and the risks may seem too ‘complex and insecure’ for disabled people.  
Integrating disabled people into the general workforce has many advantages, which include, receiving wages (not voluntary work), higher wages (equally, on par with the type of work carried out by others) and increased opportunities to interact with other adults.  Depending on the disability, some disabled people may require supported employment.  This could include, transport, adaptations, specialist equipment and a job coach.  The Local Job Centre (disability job adviser) can give people more information about supported employment and the options that are available to young people.    
Government has published a new employment strategy that sets out some tough, but important targets on employment for disabled people.   It is not impossible for disabled people to be employed and given the right opportunities to prove themselves, they could be extremely reliable, effective and perform to high levels of accuracy, similarly and sometimes surpassing their non disabled counterparts, if given the right support (Ismail, Kaji, Guardian, 23/06/2009). There is a lack of understanding about what disabled people can and cannot do, therefore, sometimes making employment opportunities limited.  The new Government strategy may begin to address some of these issues concerned.  
In 2010, The Equality Bill is expected to be issued.  This will bring together all ‘discrimination legislation’ and designed to mainly protect disabled people against discrimination.  As previously mentioned, the figures show that people with learning disabilities not in employment, are much higher than that of physically disabled people.  Essentially, progress would need to be measured by category or disability, to ensure that all people are included and monitored effectively. 
We all play a part in building tomorrow’s workforce.  Disability should not be a barrier to work as a result of ignorance, prejudice or discrimination.  Next time you ask a child, what do you want to be when you grow up?  The answer may be, “I want to be the Prime Minister”, (although, not such a popular vocational choice at the present time!), the child may or may not grow up to become Prime Minister, although, could be involved with politics in other ways, e.g. A Local MP.  Interests may be shown and potentially, the ultimate goals are not always attainable for everyone, disabled or non disabled, but we can all achieve some level of purpose and belonging within our chosen vocations, whilst maintaining positive outcomes throughout our lives.  If we aim high for all of our children, disabled or non disabled, then we help to improve everyone’s position in society.  In the words of Riverside School, Orpington, “where there’s a will, together we will find a way”.
If you have an questions or issues relating to disabilities, please contact pelinahmet@hotmail.co.uk.         
