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People with learning difficulties want the same choices about how they live as everyone else. Alicia Wood, a development officer with Mencap, explores why they so seldom get those choices, and how local authorities can overcome the obstacles to change.

The government’s recently published strategies for people with learning difficulties, Valuing People1 and From Words into Action….2, challenge the status quo in providing housing and support for people with a learning difficulty. This article describes one collaborative approach to meeting this challenge in London by giving choice in housing and support to people with learning difficulties.

Michael Jones (not his real name) has a learning difficulty – he was still living in his family home at 27 years of age, sharing a bedroom with two younger brothers. He was incredibly frustrated and started taking out his frustration on his family. They had tried their best to get Jones a flat through the council but he did not have enough points to make him a priritiy. They had asked social services o help but all they could offer was a place in a group home because he needed support, and Jones didn’t want to live with a bunch of people who were strangers to him, he wanted his own place.

Unfortunately this is pretty standard stuff if you have a learning difficulty. Unless there is a crisis that stops your family from being able to care for you, or you have carers who can shout loud and play the system, you wil not have the opportunity to do what for most is a rite of passage – move out of the family home.

Even if your situation dictates that you must move on, there is all too often, little or no choice in terms of where to live, especially as, like Jones, you are not going to settle for the local group home.

Jones and his family contacted the local Mencap, which was developing and piloting a home ownership scheme for people with learning difficulties in Ealing, West London, in conjunction with Notting Hill Home Ownership and Housing Options. Jones was the first person on the pilot to buy his own home through special needs shared ownership. His mortgage and rent are funded by benefits; his family helped him with legal fees and moving costs. He received a grant to buy furnishings.

Jones chose a flat nearby to where he trains three times a week for his black belt in the Korean martial art tae kwon do. He has two bedrooms so that his brothers, sisters and parents can take it in turn to stay with him while he learns to live more independently.

That was 15 months ago – Jones is now able to stay some nights by himself as he has slowly built up his confidence. He is cooking his own simple meals and reheating the home cooking that his mother regularly puts in the ffreezer for him. His family have helped him to decorate his flat, which he has learned to keep tidy. At the moment, Jones is entertaining his sister and niece and nephew who are on holiday from Hong Kong.

Jones has a pretty good standard of living that compares well to many people his age. He has a place to call his own, he has freedom, he has people around him who love him, he makes chices about his own life. These are the basics that we all expect and take for granted – yet sadly, these are the things that people with a learning difficulty have never had and in some cases, never will have.

There are many reasons why not. It is expensive to support people with learning difficulties. There is also a lack of affordable housing in many areas of he UK where priority for public housing will be given to those considered more in need.

But a lack of funding and resources can always be given as a reason why people with learning difficulties cannot live more independently. Councils have a stautory duty to support people with a learning difficulty, so money has to be spent. The point is to find a way to spend and distribute this money effectively and be more creative with the resources available – after all vast amounts of money have been spent on residential care and long-stay hospital for years.

It would have been much more expensive for jones to go into a group home where he may have had a poorer quality of life and no had the opportunities to develop the skills he needed to be less reliant on others. In the longer term, if jones’ family are unable to support him with their time, he will require support through the local authority – but with the valuable skills he has gained, this support will be much reduced.

Through the same pilot, several people with learning difficulties have purchased their own homes. Some have minimal support needs but there is one person who needs support 24 hours a day.

So if money is not the real reason why people with learning difficulties have so little choice in where they live and how they are supported, we have to conclude that the problem is cultural – a culture of over-protectiveness.

Of course it would be easier on commissioners and purchasers if all people with learning difficulties lived together in nice little houses in the community. They would be ‘safe’ and supported by a known provider and, very importantly to the stressed out and overworked care manger, all packaged up nicely.

It would be muvh more challenging for us if people live in their own homes, with housemates they chose, and live the lives that they want. This could mean doing ‘dangerous’ stuff like having relationships, getting into trouble and any number of normal things that we as human beings must experience to learn and grow.

So whom are we protecting? Of course many people who have a learning difficulty are vulnerable and need a lot of support, but this is no reason to deny people the right to live normal lives. Some people will choose to live a ‘protected’ life but this must be an informed choice – not the only choice.

Supposing a young person you know – a son, daughter, brother, sister –was to leave their family home to live in a house with four other people because this was the most affordable option. They get on quite well with one of their flatmates but another one had really annoying habits such as talking very loudly and constantly belching, another flatmate never speaks or acknowledges their presence, and the other just not the kind of person they get along with. Their family cannot really visit because there were always others around and it was a bit uncomfortable. But even though they don’t like it, they stay there for pretty much the rest of their life because they have no other options. It wouldn’t happen, would it? – unless they have a learning difficulty.

Valuing People states that the objective for housing is to enable people learning difficulties greater choice and control over where and how they live. From words into action…goes into even more detail, stating that each London borough must offer a choice of who to live with and the type of home to live in. But more than this, the underlying message from these strategies is the need for a fundamental change in how we think and work –creating a new value system, which is by far the biggest challenge for most of us.
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