The values that should inform a Community based service for people with severe learning difficulties

People with severe learning difficulties have the same human value as anyone else and so the same human rights. They are developing human beings and the services should assist them towards the greatest independence possible. Living like others within the community in both a right and a need.

People with severe learning disabilities should –

1. Have as many opportunities possible to meet and form relationships with people 
who are not providing a service to them (either in a paid or voluntary capacity). Everything possible should be done to remove barriers which separate people with disabilities from other people.
2. They should be sharing the places and the activities of ordinary members of society and enjoy the same range of options open to non-disabled people, i.e., a home of one’s own, employment, further education, voluntary work, leisure pursuits. A community based service should emphasis those options which are most widely valued by society.

3. Workers should encourage a sense of dignity and positive identity in people who may have known only negativity. Do you, for example, talk to or about him/her in the same way as you would a person not disabled? Do you express ordinary concerns and expectations, for example, concern for appearance and self-presentation? The attitude of those working closely with people with learning disabilities will facilitate learning and the acquisition of skills and is of primary importance. We tend to be what other people expect us to be. Like anyone striving for independence one has to learn basic social skills; 
domestic skills such as cooking, budgeting, shopping and the skills of social intercourse, such as, presentation, dress, courtesy. Competence in these skills helps establish a positive sense of self. 
4. Staff need and should get a great deal of preparation and support. Dr Tom Main gives an apt description, “The sense of caring and being cared for … of being part of a learning system greater than oneself”. The service should create an ethos of caring, interest not only in the users of the service but the staff too. Staff should feel valued and listened to seriously and with respect. They should be equipped to understand and carry out the aims and objectives of the service, i.e., know the needs and interests of people with learning disabilities, know the community and opportunities within it for service users, and finally, know how to do the job. The golden rule is, “People who feel good about themselves produce good results”.
5. A person with a disability should have a valued place in the community. A positive identity is linked to how others see you and respond to you. It is dependent upon resources and roles that lead others to respond positively. Where people with disabilities have been denied access to resources and valued roles there they have been trivialised, stereotyped and despised.
6. This can only be achieved by encouraging a person’s own competence and capability through the necessary expectations, experiences, instructions and assistance for achieving personally relevant goals. The other component of capability is the competence of the environment or the service to give practical and emotional support.

7. Respect and self-respect are linked to a sense of being valued and by having a positive place in the community. The person with a disability should  be encouraged to seek a worthwhile place in the community.

8. The acquisition of skills and competence and the concomitant raised self-esteem facilitate a greater sense of individuality and independence. Greater awareness of self, the options available and the risks, leads to more informed choice. Of course they should be supported and challenged in their choices.
9. Reciprocity is the hallmark of integration; the ability to contribute to community living as well as enjoyment of its benefits. People with disabilities, given the resources and the opportunities can contribute to the community life. As service users they can and should participate, with the right level of support, in development of the service.
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