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AT & Employment Commission Call for Evidence

1. Respondent Information
1.1 What is your name?
Tara Chattaway 
1.2 What is your role?
Student Support Manager
1.3 Which institution/organisation(s) do you work with (if any)?
Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT)
1.4 Do you give permission for the Commission to quote your submission?
Yes 
1.5 Can we attribute the submission to the institution/organisation?
Yes 
1.6 Can we attribute the submission to you personally, listing your job-role?
Yes

Content 
2. Transitions from the education system
3. Transitions from unemployment
4. employers and inclusive work practices 
[bookmark: _2._Transitions_from]Recommendations 


2. Transitions from the education system
What digital accessibility barriers do disabled people face transitioning from education (university, apprenticeships, supported internships) to employment, and how might we remove these barriers and enable education-leavers with assistive and accessible technology?  You may want to consider: examples of best practice, the Disabled Students’ Allowance, Access to Work, or the upcoming T-Levels.

Our response:
There are a number of accessibility barriers faced by students with vision impairment (VI) transitioning from education into employment, some of which are highlighted below. Please see our response to 4. for our position on Access to Work (ATW). 

· Accessing and the portability of equipment
One of the most substantial barriers to transitioning from Further Education (FE) into employment is access to and the portability of equipment. 

There is no equity in the current set up of the funding of equipment within FE. The process is complicated, and students must have an Education and Health Care Plan (EHCP) to access funding. Currently additional or exceptional learning costs for SEND students are met by the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA).

As a result, specialist technology belongs to and remains with the college, and is not portable. The student is therefore unable to take it home or into the work place.

This doesn’t work for students with a low incidence high need disability such as vision impairment. A college may only receive one student every few years with vision impairment. Equipment can therefore be left sitting on a shelf and not used again. 

The needs of one student can vary greatly to the next, even for those with similar levels of sight. Therefore, if there is more than one student with vision impairment studying at college at any one time they may require different equipment. 

“Equipment viewed as essential is funded via EHCP but is not the young person's equipment. When [they] leave education, they are not entitled to take that equipment. They have got used to specific items and have them set up to suit their needs but then faced with, at best, replacements which may not be the same or, at worst, no longer having access and needing to find a way to fund what can be expensive equipment. Whilst there may be grants available, they are limited, and most can only be used once which is difficult for someone only starting out in adult life.

What makes it even worse is that often, the equipment they've had taken away then sits in a store cupboard not being used by anyone and new bought for next young person by Education.” 

“Specialist equipment provided via EHCP [should] stay with the young person as they transition out of education. The needs in education don't suddenly disappear once [they] move on to [the] next stage in life.” (Parent) 

· Cost of equipment
The cost of assistive technology (AT) for students with vision impairment can be a barrier. For example, a brailler can cost anything upwards of £800, Jaws can cost £945, plus the cost of a laptop that has enough drive to run assistive software. As these costs add up, they can be inhibitive for young people with vision impairment to purchase. 

“Other essential equipment, including tech e.g. VOCA, is seen as needed by a disabled person for use in life, not just education it is often supplied via health. I don't understand why VI equipment isn't, when it is vital, and years spent building the skill set to make best use of it only to take it away at the time they going to take those skills out into the world.

There needs to be a change in thinking about what the equipment does for the person, how ultimately providing support in that way can reduce the reliance on benefits in the longer term and even enable some to become tax payers.

Even glasses are not seen as essential in the same way once they turn 16. Below 16 they can have a spare pair and repairs are made when they get damaged, as they often do but that ends - even before compulsory education ends.” (Parent) 

· Technical and work-based learning  
For students with vision impairment - accessing work-based schemes can be difficult. For example, with T-Levels it is not clear who is responsible for ensuring that a student with vision impairment has access to the AT they will need to enable them to participate in the work place. 

For others, there are barriers to accessing a range of schemes, including Workfit, as explained by one parent. 

“My son has VI and a learning disability, he operates at a low level and my local authorities Preparing for Adulthood policies write off young people at his level. There is no vision of him having a job or any kind of independence - not because he's not able to but because their focus is on the higher achieving ones. Anyone, not achieving entry level 2 in year 11 is not considered for support in finding employment. I have tried to get them to look into the Workfit scheme - unsuccessfully.
Consequently, there is no help, support or expectations - so certainly no consideration about how tech can assist.” (Parent)













[bookmark: _3._Transitions_from]3. Transitions from unemployment
What digital accessibility barriers do unemployed disabled people face that affect their ability to find employment, and how might we remove these barriers and enable jobseekers with assistive and accessible technology?  You may want to consider: JobCentre Plus, digital skills training, applying and interviewing, or examples of best practice. We will be particularly interested in your views on how the new Kickstarter Scheme and Youth Employment Hubs can best support these issues.

Response
There are a number of barriers faced by people with vision impairment when transitioning from unemployment into employment. We know that young people with vision impairment are disproportionately represented as NEET [1], which is not reflective of their ability or academic attainment. Young people with vision impairment tend to have a higher academic attainment than other SEND groups [2]. 

As well as the reasons outlined above concerning restrictive costs of technology and the portability of equipment, there are a number of other areas that we think should be addressed. 

· Kick Starter programme
This scheme is obviously in its early stages; however, we share a number of concerns with our sector partners. TPT is a co-signatory of a letter to the chancellor, the Rt Hon Rishi Sunak MP, highlighting concerns that the scheme as it currently stands does not meet the needs of vision impaired young people [3]. 

· Digital access to finding jobs
As well as the accessibility issues outlined earlier in our submission. There can also be barriers with accessing the internet to undertake job searches. As one person explains 

Cost on Wi-Fi is horrendous. Never mind, a basic phone. [I] have to use Wi-Fi at [a] library or coffee shop. There are time restrictions and I’m not always well enough to walk there. Basic logistics and cost are huge barrier. Wi-Fi is taken for granted that you have it.” (Sinead, not in employment)
 
· Training and awareness of equipment.
For some people accessing work they feel that there is a real barrier with a lack of understanding from an employer about technology and how it can help a potential employee to do a job. 
 
“Expose employers to technology so that they realise that they can have a VI person for a little extra instead of them not considering VI persons. Make tech cheaper, more common place. Inclusive rather than excluding!” (Sinead) 

Employers and staff working in Youth Employment Hubs, job centres and anywhere that may support young people to get into work should have some understanding of the needs of people with vision impairment. 


· Training to use assistive technology for those losing sight in later life 
For some people that might have spent many years in work, when losing their sight later on in life end up leaving employment. Once they leave the labour market, access to AT training is not easy to find, particularly to develop the skills they will need to perform in the workplace. 

Our employment service has encountered several individuals who have become unemployed due to losing their sight in later life. They often have good IT skills but not the knowledge or experience of using AT to a standard which would enable them to re-enter the labour market. One example of this is a 45-year-old solicitor who had left his previous role due to losing his sight, at the time he did not know about AT and had assumed he would no longer be able to perform his role. He received assistance to use his mobile phone but had not been able to source an affordable way to access training to use a screen reader to the level which would have been expected in the workplace. 

· What would make a difference
When asked what could make a difference, we were told; 
“More training and awareness for employers.” (Laura, in employment) 

[bookmark: _4._Employers_and]“Staff with actual humans who can be helpful, supportive and empathetic. Train them. Have computers there to access, stop assuming that unemployed people have access to the internet or new enough phones to run tech. Get them help from RNIB and Thomas Pocklington, expose them to VI persons to get rid of their preconceptions and actually help!” (Sinead)
4. Employers and inclusive workplaces
What challenges do disabled people and their employers face in terms of ensuring digital accessibility and implementing assistive technology in their workplace? You may want to consider: Disability Confident Scheme, Access to Work, issues specific to SMEs and self-employed people, and examples of best practice.

Response:

· Access to work 
We believe that people with vision impairment seeking to enter or remain in employment should receive the right support to enable them to do so and that Access to Work (ATW) is a key part of this. 

We are currently members of the Access to Work Forum and will also be part of a group looking at how it can work better with Disabled Students’ Allowance. In recent years TPT has worked with the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) on Access to Work issues. We endorse the ATW recommendations developed by RNIB which can be found here, recognising support should be as timely as possible, in full consultation with the applicant; and digital options for applying for and managing an award should be developed as a priority.

Research shows ATW is highly valued by people with vision impairment [4]. However, for the scheme to achieve its full potential, significant problems with its operation need to be addressed. Key issues include (but are not limited to): 

· Limited awareness of ATW among both employers and disabled people [5].
· The length of time taken to process an application and receive equipment or support can prevent people from starting work. It can also present a barrier to ATW being used for its intended purposes, such as short-term internships or work experience [5, 6].
· There is a lack of quality advice and guidance to help applicants or employers recruit support workers [6].
· ATW users often report unnecessary barriers when applying for support with travel, particularly taxis [6]. 
· ATW does not support people in volunteering roles [7].

A longitudinal study following the experiences of young vision impaired people transitioning from school into employment found a low uptake of the participants for ATW. Two of the participants reported that they received technology through ATW. However, several others experienced challenges in the workplace that may have been overcome through technology, but they had either not applied, or had not been assessed for technology that might help them in their roles [8].   

Whilst there are clear benefits to ATW, there are some changes that need to be made to ensure that it works for people with vision impairment. 




Access to work is a great scheme but is so slow! It often takes six months to do an application for a new grant and every time something changes you have to start all over again. 

The things you have to find out for them is just ridiculous, they could do the leg work themselves, applying to access to work is a job in itself, very difficult when you are trying to finish off one job and start another! 

Equally the fact that there is a cap of funding is ludicrous, it should be about what is needed for that person. I have to pay my own travel in work even though I am a visiting teacher because I have reached the cap for the year. I could appeal, but it’s difficult. 

Access to work make everything hard, almost as if they want to put people off applying, just like the general benefits system. There is limited information out there about it either, almost as if they don’t want people to find out about the secret money they can get. 

It’s good that the application process is now online too, that was very helpful but still my most recent experience with them has taken three months. You should be able to have a permanent advisor like you used to do rather than having an advisor who deals with each claim, it would mean a building up of relationships and knowledge about the employee. 

The claim forms are inaccessible, I need to use support worker hours to fill those in for me and I should be able to do that for myself accessibly! The advisors and assessors need much more disability awareness and knowledge of all technology and needs.” (In employment) 

A person with vision impairment explains the barriers they have faced with accessing employment. 
 “Lack of awareness of either issues with programs or the accessibility of them by IT colleagues. Lack of awareness of how to make programs accessible or how to teach someone how to use them in an accessible way. 

Lack of training for the employee and lack of time or money for training. Often employee has to use own time to learn or must learn on the job as they use tech or must feel guilty if taking time out of work to train. Must rely on others if something isn’t accessible such as a co-worker which takes up their work time or a support worker which costs money and reduces independence of employee. 

Tech updating all the time so one day it might be accessible and the next it might not. Equally the vital bit you use to do something might change and it then can’t be done any more. 

You need pretty high spec laptops these days to run JAWs and ZoomText and these are often more expensive, but ATW will not fund mainstream products. You need a combination of mainstream and specialist technologies often and that means a lot of learning and a lot of playing about to find what works on what and what doesn’t. All takes time and effort that non-disabled workers don’t need to do. Doing tasks can be slower because we can’t skim/scan when reading using braille or audio and that is often a much slower medium anyway. (In employment)


· Best practice and inclusive workplaces
In terms of best practice and inclusive workplaces one person explains the following: 
Having a direct line manager who is understanding and who you can go to talk about things. HR departments are often very bad, very focused on absence and attendance and work capability rather than on how to help you stay in work.

 I have had to use union support on several occasions in order not to have my hours reduced or my role removed, or my absences challenged. There needs to be more awareness in HR of disabilities and impacts and reasonable adjustments. It shouldn’t be up to the employee all the time to know what might work, it is so exhausting!” (In employment)













5. Covid-19
What challenges and opportunities does the Covid-19 pandemic present for disabled people seeking employment? You may want to consider: the shift to remote working, disabled people’s employment prospects, changes to education and training practices, and examples of best practice.

There may be benefits for some vision impaired people, for example home working works for some people. 
“More people are able to work from home, it would be nice if this could continue for disabled employees if appropriate without a big fight about it. Equally online meetings have been fantastic and far more accessible, again, it would be nice if these could continue if needed.” (In employment)

For others Covid-19 has raised some issues and concerns. 
 “My son is on shielding list so totally isolated and not had any input or support from anyone as people were furloughed, so not even working remotely with him. The week lockdown began he was due to have an assessment for what tech would support him but that is no longer going to happen.

For years I've been trying to get habilitation input, including long cane training and life skills. It took 2 years to find out the local authority didn't have anyone, then another year to get them to agree to fund Guide Dogs to do it, but then lockdown came. There is an adults team within the council, but they've told me I’m unlikely to get any input for a year because adults losing their sight are higher priority than a young person who has support at home especially with the backlog that has built up due to Covid - guarantees our young people won't get any form of independence.  (Parent)

“Everything is harder, accessing support and help is very difficult. VI people can be isolated at the best of times but Covid-19 has exacerbated problems.

Most websites are difficult to read because of something as simple as font or colour of text. So easy to fix by looking at good examples such as RNIB.

Isolated people need something social in their lives, we're a pack species and need contact.

Fine that we're heading to working at home being a norm, but employers will save tonnes that should be invested in work social activities, even online group courses during Covid-19. Sports, arts, theatre groups need to be funded by employers for the health and wellness of all.

Logistics and expense of setting up a workplace at home, especially Wi-Fi. Employers should pay, and government to help get us back to work. Priority should be those with added disabilities.” (Sinead) 

“Remote working and lack of training” (Laura)


We are concerned that if currently only one in four vision impaired people of working age are in employment [9]. This will only be exacerbated during and post Covid-19.

This is why it is vital that government schemes are geared up to supporting those with low incidence disabilities, including vision impairment and that barriers to accessing equipment are removed. 




















[bookmark: _Recommendations]Recommendations 
1. Apprenticeships, T-Levels and other work-based learning opportunities should be adequately funded so that the student is able to access the technology that they require. There should be provision for this equipment to remain with the person rather than the employee. 
2. The funding of equipment within FE settings must be reviewed, perhaps to align with the DSA model in which the student is able to access the equipment that they need to enable them to engage with their studies and learning. 
3. There should be a clear technology pathway between FE, HE and employment to ensure that vision impaired people have access to the technology they need.
4. All Youth Employment Hubs should be accessible and have the necessary kit/software on site to accommodate the majority of need in house, with special referral arrangements in place for those needing extra or more specialised support. 
5. ATW clients’ equipment needs to be reviewed periodically and appropriate adjustments made promptly.
6. For the Government to reinstate the ATW Tech Fund to support disabled people and their employers, announced in April 2018 [10]. 
7. Research to be carried out into the challenges people face accessing training to use assistive technology in the workplace when they acquire a disability in later life. 
8. For the Kick Starter program to:
a) Extend the pre-existing £1,000 incentive payments to employers and training providers of young apprentices with Education, Health and Care plans to any disabled young person taking an apprenticeship, traineeship or supported internship. 
b) Speed up decision-making for those applying to Access to Work to ensure that young people on Kickstarter work placements receive the support and technology they require from the beginning of their placements.
c) Take-up of the schemes are tracked so that the Government knows how many disabled young people are accessing them. Data is made available publicly with breakdown by type of disability. [3]

About the case studies
The stories used in this response came via an online survey asking for evidence to support this submission. The responses have been retracted, but full responses to all questions can be made available on request. 

About TPT 
[bookmark: _Hlk25764782]Thomas Pocklington Trust is a national charity dedicated to enabling and empowering blind and partially sighted people of all ages to live the life they want to lead. We are committed to increasing awareness and understanding of their needs and aspirations, to working with partners and to developing and implementing services which meet these needs to increase independence and improve lives. 
www.pocklington-trust.org.uk
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