Breaking Down the Barriers 

Title

Breaking Down the Barriers: a proposal to explore employment and enterprise issues and to develop sustainable models of employment for learning disabled people.

 TC  Aim Aim

To develop and evaluate sustainable models of employment in a creative environment for learning disabled people.

 TC  Background Background

The Lawnmowers Independent Theatre Company has been developing drama and theatre as a means of creating learning situations in a community development context relevant to the community of learning disabled people since 1986.

The Lawnmowers are well respected for creating imaginative drama and theatre techniques appropriate for exploring social change.  The company creates theatre, runs workshops, residencies, drama and nightclubs which celebrate learning disabled culture, summer and winter schools, has an apprenticeship scheme and encourages learning disabled volunteers as well as employing two people with learning disabilities and working with policy makers and the partnership boards to create employment opportunities for this community.  The company’s work is in great demand as few similar groups exist in this country.  We work in day centres, community centres, schools, theatres and often take our work to groups who have little access to experience drama and theatre.  

Early in the company’s history, we developed methods of working to research and highlight issues which learning disabled people thought were important to their lives.  The company started to tour this work to national acclaim and a BBC programme was made about their work.  Other achievements have included designing a two-year theatre for change course accredited by the Open College and recognised by the Arts Council, the National Disability Forum and EUCREA.  

Our company recognises that peer education acts as a powerful and effective way of encouraging personal and social development and we believe that learning disabled people deserve the opportunity to have access to exciting and relevant learning opportunities.

Our track record shows that we have devised and extensively toured many plays and workshops, created educational materials (videos and booklets) on various issues and appeared on TV and radio programmes.
  

Through our many years of networking, our own experience of employing learning disabled people, working with many learning disabled volunteers, active consultation with learning disabled groups nationally and our active role in policy making for this community, we have an understanding of some of the barriers which currently exist and prevent this community being able to access fully the world of employment and enterprise.  We believe the company to be ideally placed to undertake the type of exploration of these issues that we are proposing.

 TC  Summary Brief summary of exploration 

The aim of this research is to develop with learning disabled people a model for providing worthwhile employment opportunities in a creative and supportive environment.  To achieve this aim we will first look at the practices of other organisations with similar aims. We will then seek to understand the ways in which the different initiatives can help or hinder attempts to overcome the chief challenges to providing employment. On the basis of this information and with the help of learning disabled people we will establish standards for evaluating the types or organisations that have been tried and also develop and apply a method of evaluation. Finally we will use the results of evaluation to develop and trial a good practice organisational model.

Our exploration is a response to the Government’s 2001 White paper, ‘Valuing People’ and some of the related subsequent legislation affecting the learning disabled community. Government policy is that “all those who wish to work should have the opportunities and support to do so.” The government also recognises that less than 10% of people with learning disabilities are employed but that “real jobs with real wages are a major aspiration for many people.” 

Three important obstacles to employment opportunities are listed in the Government’s White Paper.  These are low expectations on the part of agencies and professionals, disincentives created by social security rules, and difficulties with accessing “mainstream employment”.  Other obstacles can be identified such as problems of sustainability, volunteer status among participants, and new complexities of legal reform. Our concern is that these obstacles to achievement of the Government’s goal have been insufficiently addressed when employment initiatives have been planned. We want to help improve employment opportunities for learning disabled people by developing an organisational model that is designed so that obstacles to employment are more directly addressed.  

Our exploration will provide an important, well-grounded organisational model that addresses key objectives of Government policy. 

 TC  Objectives Objectives 

1. To identify national and international examples  of employment models  for learning disabled people

2. To classify employment initiatives according to the ways in which they address common obstacles to employment opportunities for learning disabled people

3. To use inclusive methods to establish and apply evaluative criteria for the assessment of these different employment models 

4. On the basis of this evaluation to develop  and subsequently monitor an organisational model that will provide employment opportunities to people with learning disabilities

5. To disseminate findings

 TC  Methods Methods

 TC  "Objective 1:  The search for other examples" Objective 1 the search for other examples

The objective of these searches is to provide detailed accounts of other employment initiatives for learning disabled people.  Standard methodology will be applied to identify published and unpublished data through internet-based databases.  Special attention will be given to evidence available from Rowntree, other relevant information providers and Partnership Boards. Our informal international network of colleagues established over 18 years will be used to identify relevant examples in other countries. 

 TC  "Objective 2:  Understanding the variety of initiatives" Objective 2 understanding the variety of initiatives

The aim of providing employment opportunities for learning disabled people can be pursued through a range of different types of organisation. We expect to find variations in funding and governance arrangements, legal form, social purpose and management structure. We want to be able to generalise about the concrete implications of these organisational decisions and their role in overcoming obstacles to employment. For 
example, in the case of funding arrangements, reliance on income from trading activities will have different implications for income security and the transition to “mainstream employment” than will charitable funding. Governance arrangements and social purpose will be closely linked to decisions regarding legal form and have implications for the obstacle of low professional expectations and some models may provide a better basis than others for accommodating or clarifying social security rules. In this part of the exploration we want to prepare for evaluation of these organisational possibilities by categorising them according to the ways in which they have potential to help or hinder progress towards tackling employment barriers. This classification will be based on the evidence of our searches, consultation with key figures in the field and appraisal literature.  As part of this phase, we will also explore the possibility of using Direct Payments for employment and enterprise initiatives, which in itself may prove to be one of the most important factors for the sustainability of any potential enterprise model.   

 TC  "Objective 3:  Evaluating Organisations" Objective 3 evaluating organisations

Our objective is to develop and apply evaluative standards to the organisational possibilities outlined. The point here is that decisions about methods for creating employment opportunities will involve a number of judgements about what is desirable. For example, pursuing a model based on income from trading activity might remove uncertainties associated with charitable funding but diminish state aid and introduce new uncertainties.  The trading model also emphasises the importance of doing things that have economic value and changes our understanding of the relationship between the employment initiative and “mainstream employment”. But economic value need not be something that everyone believes to be important and there is a variety of activities that could create economic value but not all might be rewarding or worthwhile. Methods for determining and applying standards will be participatory in that they will be the product of joint work with significant numbers of learning disabled people. We will employ participatory techniques developed by the Lawnmowers over several years.  Our exploration will include wide consultation with the learning disabled community and we will encourage maximum participation, generally using a mixture of role work, Forum and Legislative Theatre.  These methods offer all group members opportunities to explore issues, make decisions and test the consequences.  For example, Forum would show scenes about the worst places to work and participants can then design and run their ideal work and enterprise initiative.  Workshops would include exploring the need to understand and use relevant pieces of legislation and our methods allow everyone to use their ideas to create positive change.

The final stage of our evaluation process will include a conference with policy makers and other relevant organisations to explore and further develop our findings.

 TC  "Objective 4:  The development model" Objective 4 the development model

Data from the evaluation will be used to determine and develop an organisational model for the provision of employment opportunities to people with learning disabilities. This model will provide a basis for negotiations with relevant agencies in order to obtain their co-operation following live trials.  Our live trials will be undertaken with learning disabled groups from our regional networks. 
 TC  "Trade Union Recognition" Trade Union Recognition

We intend, as part of our Breaking Down the Barriers Project, to negotiate for Trade Union Recognition of our work.
 TC  "Social Return On Investment Report (SROI)" Social Return on Investment (SROI)

The company is looking at the viability of undertaking an intensive analysis report which will measure, amongst other things, the economic value of our activities in the wider community.  If viable, it is hoped that the analysis results will form part of the company’s final publication due at the conclusion of our Breaking Down the Barriers Project.  

 TC  "Outputs and Timetable" Outputs and timetable

See Attached Plan

� Theatre is an important part of the development of disability culture…….  The work of the Lawnmowers is one such theatre group….they perform in places where the experience of segregation can be very disempowering….  Jenny Morris, Disabled Lives, BBC Publication





� Founded in 1986, they have established a unique reputation for high quality productions which address issues of concern to people with learning disabilities….forming and running the company has been a fundamentally empowering process for the members….the Lawnmowers experience provides a benchmark of empowerment, but the time and commitment such achievements demand should not be underestimated…. Francois Matarosso, Report:  Use or Ornament – The Social Impact of Participation in the Arts


� Three-year plans can be found in Chapter 8 of this document





