25 years of supporting adult learners

In 2004, Lead is proud to celebrate its Silver Jubilee – 25 years of supporting adult learners.

Our aim is to enable disabled adults and, more recently, carers to access learning opportunities and become independent learners. Lead Organisers provide home-based educational guidance and put together creative support packages, appropriate to the needs of the disabled learner. This involves working in partnership with learning providers.

Lead has supported thousands of disabled students into learning over the years. In 2003-04, we supported 500 students. 68% moved on to further learning on leaving Lead. As you’ll read from the learners’ stories in this booklet, some moved into employment too.

We are grateful to our committed network of trained volunteers who help us deliver local services. Volunteers fulfil a variety of roles, most often providing one to one support for Lead students. This is a highly valued feature of our activity, reducing the isolation of home or community-based studying. 

40% of our 200 volunteers disclose that they have a disability, showing that our equality approach to recruitment, selection and training helps open up opportunities. We believe this encourages our students to consider volunteering as part of their engagement with learning.

This booklet outlines the experiences of 13 Lead students and highlights the many routes back into learning, whether at home or local learning centre. The names have been changed to protect anonymity and the quotations are not always from that student.  

We look forward to broadening more horizons, by making inclusive learning a reality, for the next 25 years.

When Geoff met the Lead Organiser he lacked confidence. He has an undisputed talent for singing and, with ongoing Lead support, secured a Chase Millennium award for music study. 

Since working with Sounds of Progress in Glasgow he has recorded his first CD and gained valuable experience performing. Subsequently he performed at a showcase event 

for Adult Learners Week at Inverness Castle, and also at local events.

He auditioned for a Performing Arts course at Motherwell College, where he was accepted unconditionally. Geoff has been awarded a grant from the Inverclyde Employment and Training Initiative, and a grant from the Mark Scott Foundation. 

He will produce a second CD with professional photographs that will form part of a portfolio for potential employers.

Geoff now believes in his own ability to overcome barriers and achieve his goals.

Alison wanted to give something back to Lead Scotland. She had been a student who, with the help of her Organiser, had achieved her aims. 

When Alison raised the question of ‘giving something back’ it was suggested that she could become a Lead volunteer. Alison was keen to take up the challenge. She was accepted as a Lead volunteer and was soon matched to a student who needed support. Alison has become an active member of the local Volunteer Forum. She says that this is valuable for discussing volunteering issues with other Lead volunteers, which in turn broadens her knowledge and enhances her volunteering skills.

When asked what Lead had meant to her as a student she said “It’s the difference between staring at a blank grey wall – and looking over the horizon”.

Ian became a Lead student when he lost his job as a gardener. After discussion, he decided that he would try a taster course in catering. His main concern was his visual impairment and how that might limit any choice. Previous advice had suggested that his options were limited and Ian was despondent about the opportunities available to him. 

The Lead Organiser assured him that he could be supported in any action he planned and he began to train for his future. The Organiser contacted the Disability Employment Officer, who in turn helped to obtain a place for Ian on a Rehab Course at the local College. Ian embarked on an SVQ Catering course, aiming to gain employment as a chef. 

Ian needed continuing support from Lead whilst he studied and this was agreed in partnership with the college. One of the high spots of his training was to work with Nick Nairn at a cookery demonstration. Nick encouraged Ian to continue with his studies as he was sure there is a great future in catering. He should know!

The proudest day was when Ian graduated from College with a qualification which earned him full time employment in a large hotel.

He is now continuing to gain higher qualifications and is well on the way to a successful career.

After joining the Royal Navy at 16, Richard served on HMS Ark Royal and on nuclear submarines. He was a cook, catering some days for 400 crew at one sitting, other times ensuring a kitchen was working for 24 hours at a time. After an injury on board he was invalided out of his beloved Navy.

He confided to the Lead Organiser that not only was he having to come to terms with an acquired disability, but he also had no experience of civilian life. This caused him great concern. Initially Richard decided that he would re-train and opted for a course in Computing Skills. However, he didn’t enjoy this and became depressed about his future. 

The Organiser suggested that more time should be spent exploring possibilities and considering other options. With the Organiser, Richard looked back at the skills he had gained in the Navy, considered how they might be transferred into civilian employment and considered the strengths he had. He thought that he might be able to find employment in the catering industry but had no idea of how to set about finding a job. 

The organiser supported him to improve his CV writing and interview skills. A Transition to Employment project worked with Richard and the Organiser to ensure he updated Food Hygiene certificates, etc.

With newfound confidence Richard applied for a job as a Catering officer with large Oil Company. With a great big grin, he told the Organiser that he was successful!

Lead’s flexible approach to learning provided the ideal support for Ann. Periods of ill health meant she was unable to attend a course regularly. 

The Lead organiser arranged an Open Learning course to improve her Internet skills. She progressed well and was delighted to gain a college certificate. However, Ann’s family 

and support workers felt she could develop her skills further. 

The Lead Organiser worked in partnership with a job coach to find a work placement. A local employer (B&Q) gave Ann a placement where she was matched to a store employee who gives her training in the computerised stock control system. 

As this system is used by most large retail outlets, Ann is gaining transferable skills which she hopes to use in employment in fashion retail. 

Ann is continuing with an Open Learning course in Numeracy and has attended a Lead confidence building skills course. Boredom is a thing of the past!

RNIB training gave Alan his keyboard skills but he wanted to learn to use them to develop his computer skills. He hoped to access the Internet so he could learn to download music to add to his extensive collection.

With support from a Lead volunteer, Alan learned to use a screen reader software programme to enable him to operate a computer. During the course of his meetings with the Lead Organiser, Alan revealed that he would love to work in radio but thought he wouldn’t be able to do so without an assistant to work the ‘techie bit’. 

The Organiser reminded him about visually impaired presenters in the BBC, and suggested that he should contact his local community radio station. The expression ‘like a duck to water’ might have been designed for Alan. His confidence and expertise grew and soon he was presenting three music programmes a week.

Diane had bad experiences of the education system for most of her life and asked for help from her local Lead Organiser. She wanted to start a Graphic Design course but felt that there was not appropriate support to enable her to follow a course of study. The Organiser needed to assess the impact of Diane’s hearing impairment on her learning so that her concerns could be addressed. 

The Organiser was able to negotiate a flexible learning programme with Diane’s local college. Diane signed up for a taster course in Graphic Design. She also decided to enrol in an ecdl course (European Computer Driving Licence). 

Already Diane has completed 5 of a possible 7 ecdl modules, and this has helped to restore her confidence and enthusiasm for learning. The Organiser negotiated extended time for Diane to complete her assessments. This has underpinned her progress 

to becoming an independent learner. Because Diane now feels confident in mainstream provision, she has decided not to delay her application for the Graphic Design course. 

She is confident that, with the support of Lead Scotland, she can achieve her aims. She can negotiate a learning programme that includes her support needs.

Jen had not been able to sit her A-level exams at school. She had a range of voluntary work experience with adults, and on this basis she was accepted to study on an HNC Social Sciences course. She hoped that this would lead to a place at University.

Unfortunately Jen was not eligible for Disabled Students Allowance (DSA). The college referred her to Lead Scotland who arranged for her to complete the course work at home. Jen became ill for a number of weeks and was unable to complete the course. Although her progress had been excellent to this point, the college would not allow her to resit the course.

Undaunted, Jen decided to continue studying and applied for an HND Legal studies course at another college. The Lead Organiser helped her to access the SKILL website, where she downloaded fact sheets about DSA. She was accepted on her chosen course, accepted for DSA, and is now working towards an Open University Certificate. Once her studies are completed Jen hopes to find employment.

Many Lead organisers say “ It is just as you are about to leave a student after the first guidance visit, having agreed to set up a course of study, that he/she suddenly says ‘Do you know what I’d really like to do?’”

This is precisely what Mike said to his Organiser. He had amassed a number of qualifications at school but hadn’t been encouraged to follow his dream – to become an actor. He had received no support because people assumed that his disability would be an enormous barrier. The Organiser set about collecting as much information as possible about opportunities and making contacts, a big networking job. 

Additional visits to Mike revealed that he also had an interest in writing and had written plays and poems. A local playwright was recruited to read his work which gave great encouragement. The Organiser ensured that Mike had the opportunity to join a local amateur theatre group to explore his options. He has also been accepted for a short course at a local college. 

These realisations are a long way from the programme suggested to him by his parents, which was to develop computer graphic skills. However, this was only a ‘good idea’, not the aim that Mike had. 

Lead Organisers always listen to the student, help them to express their ambitions and dreams and then help to remove the barriers that stop them accessing the learning. 

Mike has only just begun, but who knows how far he’ll reach?

Meeting other Lead Scotland students after a long absence from work inspired Beryl to apply for a business enterprise award to start her own small business. 

Initially Beryl was referred to Lead by an occupational therapist. She had a loan computer from Lead and began to learn how to use it. Beryl became involved in a project called Lead Together, which aimed to enable a group of Lead students to set up their own small enterprise firm. The project supported students to work together either by using ICT or meeting face to face weekly.

At first Beryl preferred to work alone, but eventually she attended a training meeting. Being with other students gave her confidence a boost and she began to think about how she could use her newly acquired skills. Guidance sessions with the Lead Organiser enabled Beryl to recognise how her transferable skills and her newly acquired skills could be combined. She felt confident enough to contact the local enterprise company and discussed the possibility of developing a business supported by a Small Business Grant. She decided to develop a business in which she could offer the Community Health Department a nail technician service for home-based service users.

Beryl had given up any idea of useful employment when her disability changed her life. However, with the support and guidance of Lead Scotland she realised that by focussing on her existing skills, and supporting these with learning ICT skills, she was able to consider employment once more.

John received a Lead loan computer and intended to study ICT skills, but his dyslexia caused him great frustration. Eventually, when his computer crashed the Lead volunteer helped to restore it back to normal. John was fascinated by this process and he decided he wanted to learn more about how computers function. John asked if he could have an old computer to take apart and learn to re-build it. 

The Lead volunteer supervised John’s first venture into computer building. 

He became involved in a small local charity which provides re-conditioned computers for disabled people. With these skills, he began his own small business and continues to flourish. Lead’s flexible approach to his learning needs enabled John to develop and extend his skills.

Now John has realised that specialist software can help his reading and writing, and begun to learn once again. He hopes to encourage others who learn differently that ‘computers don’t bite’.

Fraser thought that learning to use a computer would be difficult as he is blind. With Lead volunteer support and a computer on loan from Lead, he was soon e-mailing family in New Zealand and going on-line to find out about their country. 

He gained confidence in his new skill and discovered that he could access newspapers on the Web. Previously he had to wait till Tuesday to receive audio tapes of Sunday newspapers. 

With the support of a Lead volunteer, Fraser re-discovered previous keyboard skills and became adept at using the computer to gain access to information more quickly. 

The apprehension of learning something new soon disappeared and it became enjoyable and exciting.

Fraser has now bought his own computer with software that helps him to surf the net and continue to learn new things.

Jess lives in a rural location where she has brought up her children. Her family life and personal health has been challenging. Jess decided to work at a local day centre as a volunteer where she discovered a great affinity with elderly people. The Lead Organiser was asked by the manager of the day centre to give a talk to the centre users, and it was there that she met Jess. 

Jess became a Lead student and decided that she would like 

to aim for paid employment at the centre. The manager agreed to support any study she might undertake.

Whilst studying a course in ‘Supporting the elderly in the community’ Jess continued to work as a volunteer. She was overjoyed at a successful outcome to her studies and decided to continue with another course, ‘The older adult’. With new found confidence she applied for a job as a Care Assistant under a supported employment scheme – and became employed.

The following year Lead Scotland proposed her for an Adult Learner’s Award. Jess and the Lead Organiser were invited to the Awards ceremony at Grampian TV studios in Aberdeen. She was presented with an Individual Award for her learning achievements and became a local celebrity. This increased her confidence and she continued her learning career by studying for an SVQ in Understanding Care.

Jess still works at the day centre and continues to develop her skills and capabilities.

Lead Scotland can and does really make a difference. Well done to you all.

The Rt Hon Jim Wallace qc Deputy First Minister and Minister for Enterprise and Lifelong Learning.

July 2004.
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