WILL NEW EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES BECOME A REALITY IN THIS NEW MILLENNIUM?

G.J. JACKMAN

BACKGROUND

The last quarter of the twentieth century saw the demise of traditional areas of employment for blind and partially sighted people.  Light engineering, shorthand and typing and switchboard operating all declined as potential areas of employment.  A major factor in the decline was the revolution in Information and Communication Technology (ICT).

Vocational training during this period had prepared blind and partially sighted people for a narrow range of white-collar jobs that had become recognised as suitable employment.  As technology started to impact in the mid 1970s, it was noticeable that expectations of training for blind and partially sighted people was beginning to change.

Computer Programming was a new and innovatory area for blind and partially sighted people to seek employment.  Computer Numerical Control was being developed.  These new technological developments required an even higher degree of skill based training.

The crucial development of synthetic speech and character enhancement enabled independent access to screen based information for blind and partially sighted people.

Until 1989 RNIB Commercial Training College in London delivered specialist commercial training in Telephony Reception, Word Processing and Computer Programming.  However, this was acknowledged to be limiting the opportunities of blind and partially sighted people securing employment.  Low skill jobs were becoming automated and new working patterns were emerging.  The workforce was being required to be more flexible and to acquire transferable skills.

An RNIB Working Party recommended that the delivery of quality training for work and real choice for blind and partially sighted students would be effectively met through a partnership with a mainstream Further Education College.

THE NEW PARTNERSHIP

Therefore in 1989 RNIB opened its new purpose built specialist residential college – RNIB Vocational College for students aged 16-63 years.  This college shares a campus with Loughborough FE College and Loughborough University.

This partnership provides blind and partially sighted students with the opportunity of accessing a wider curriculum on offer at a further education college, whilst still retaining the highly supportive environment of a specialist college.  A team of RNIB Specialist Visual Impairment Support Tutors and Learning Assistants supports students studying at Loughborough College.  Course materials are transcribed into students’ preferred medium – braille, large print, on tape, computer disk and as raised diagrams.  One-to-one support is available for practical subjects.

Students typically gain qualifications at Intermediate and Advanced levels in Leisure Management, Caring Professions and Information Technology.  Interestingly, at the RNIB Vocational College 10-year anniversary last year, Frederique Bosvieux from the Confederation of British Industries commented on the growth of the service economy and the increasing part of disposable incomes being spent on services such as Healthcare, Tourism and Leisure.

Blind and partially sighted students are also supported at other Associate Colleges and Training Centres on a range of courses throughout the East Midlands region of England.  Blind and partially sighted students attending these colleges receive specialist classroom support, loan of the latest enabling technologies and adapted resource materials.

The specialist RNIB Vocational College still offers practical skill based vocational training in the areas of Administration and Information Technology.  These courses are also delivered to meet the standards of nationally recognised qualifications.

RNIB Vocational College supports 130 students, 60 of whom are studying at Associate Colleges and 30 at Loughborough College, with the remaining 40 at the specialist college.  The advancement of ICT particularly the introduction of Windows software has brought complex challenges, not only for the designers of enabling technology but more especially for the users.  The skills and knowledge required to access the data have become more demanding.  However, these skills are essential if blind and partially sighted people are to compete effectively for employment.  

Another important element in the support offered by RNIB Vocational College is work experience.  This fulfils a number of needs.  For prospective employers, it provides evidence of ability to do the job.  Therefore myths and prejudices regarding people with disabilities should be dispelled.  It also provides students with the opportunity to apply newly acquired skills and knowledge.  This in turn promotes the development of confidence, self-esteem and interpersonal skills.

Having secured employment, a Government Scheme – Access to Work – provides the finance to purchase the equipment for people with disabilities to do the job.  Without this important provision securing employment for blind and partially sighted people would be even more problematic as enabling technologies such as synthetic speech, braille lines and optical character readers are all expensive devices.

RESPONDING TO CHANGE

Work as a phenomenon has an established relevance for people of working age.  In “The Work Ethic” Barbash states “most people prefer working over not working” and in Human Behaviour at Work, Davis and Newstrom suggest that “for many years the culture of much of the western world has emphasised work as a desirable and fulfilling activity”.  This is no different for blind and partially sighted people.

The ever-changing pattern of working practices brought about by globalisation, technological change and growth of the service economy demands a more flexible workforce.  Blind and partially sighted people who wish to gain and retain employment need to have transferable skills in order to develop the competencies and qualities required to adapt to a constantly changing labour market.

To address the new working practices adopted by employers, Vocational and Loughborough Colleges are delivering individualised student centred programmes.  In some cases elements of the students programme is delivered by both colleges. 

More recently with the rapid expansion of Call Centres and the emphasis on service delivery, a Customer Care module has been introduced.  A further development that has successfully secured sponsorship is to be established at RNIB Vocational College this year.  The centre will be a state of the art ICT Training Suite providing up-to-date training in the latest customer service good practice.  It is anticipated this new area of training will be delivered jointly by qualified trainers and local employers who train and employ staff in the ICT/Customer Service sector.  This centre will replace the obsolete Telephony Training Suite that in 1989 was a first class training facility.

It was reported in the Call Centres and Electronic Customer Service White Paper towards the end of last year that the numbers of new Call Centres were growing by 40% a year.  As an ever-increasing number of people have access to the internet the potential for growth in both business and home market is enormous.  

The White Paper further states that an electronic customer service strategy should embrace a wide range of media – telephony, fax, internet, traditional post and face-to-face meetings.

RNIB has already acknowledged the potential opportunities that these new call centres could offer blind and partially sighted people seeking employment.  However, at the same time, it is equally important to prevent employed blind and partially sighted people being made redundant.  Early intervention by employers and retraining to avoid loss of valuable human resources is essential.  Retention of staff benefits employers through reduced recruitment and training costs.

ICT has now established itself as an integral part of everyday life.  It is imperative that blind and partially sighted people are given every opportunity to acquire a greater range of nationally recognised qualifications to enhance their employment prospects.  Gaining employment still proves to be a hard won battle. 

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT

Blind and partially sighted people still experience massive prejudice and social exclusion.  Research in 1996 by Dench showed that 51% of employers would not employ people who have “difficulty in seeing”.  The UK Labour Market statistics for May 2000 show the International Labour Organisation measure of unemployment at 5.8% for all people.  However, the most recent statistics for unemployed disabled people is March 2000, which states the figure of 10.6% for all disabilities.  RNIB’s Survey of 1991 shows that only 25% of blind and partially sighted people who were seeking work had paid employment at that time.  As Winyard states in the RNIB Blind in Britain Survey of 1996, the figure of 25% at least shows that for blind and partially sighted people ‘paid work is feasible’.  It will be interesting to learn from the new RNIB survey, which is soon due for publication, whether the percentage of blind and partially sighted people in employment has risen.

Discriminating attitudes are not the only barriers to employment.  Providing fast solutions to accessing the new technologies is essential to enable blind and partially sighted people to compete effectively for employment.

The implementation of the Disability Discrimination Act in 1995 which was further strengthened by the Disability Rights Commission Act in 1999 underpins the decision of government to move from persuasion to legislation.  The Commission aims to eliminate discrimination, promote equalisation of opportunities and encourage good practice in the treatment of disabled people.

Will this legislation be sufficient to bring about a change of attitudes in employers?  Will blind and partially sighted people with recognised qualifications be given the opportunity to play their part in society?

CONCLUSION

RNIB Vocational College is through its mission working with others so that blind and partially sighted people can develop the skills and personal qualities they need to progress in their lives.  The college is proud of its excellent track record with 40% of leavers going into employment or further education within ninety days, and 72% within twelve months.  

Will employers in the twenty-first century recognise the rich resource available to them of blind and partially sighted people as potential employees and will it see the end of under-employment and demeaning work?
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