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INTRODUCTION

My name is Toni Pearce and I am a mature age student studying psychology at the University Of New England in Armidale.

I was first notified of the enquirey relating to people with disabilities and the difficulties they face when obtaining employment through the Royal Blind Society with whom I have had an extensive association with, as I am vision impaired.

The following paper will attempt to outline some situations that may cause those with disabilities difficulties when entering and remaining in open employment.

THE JERNY WHERE TO START
When a position becomes available, it is usually advertised, applicants are sort, cold and finally called for an interview before finding out if they have been successful.  

However when someone with a disability applies they need to consider more then the application.  For example, for positions relating to welfare, People who are blind or vision impaired or who have a print disability find it difficult for several reasons.  Firstly, www.jobsearch.gov.au is not JAWS friendly.

What Is JAWS

JAWS is a screen reader used by blind or vision impaired people to read the screen.  Whether it is a web site or a word document.  In most cases JAWS is able to read it.  

Unfortunately, as JAWS was intended for use by the blind it is not compatible with sites that use a lot of graphics for example those advertising products. This means, sites on the Internet need to have as few graphics as possible. 

When developers change the design they also change the amount of graphics which are usually designed to be visually pleasing.

Unfortunately, when seeking employment, those with disabilities face challenges that there able bodied peers do not.  For example, a search on Australia’s largest job search website www.jobsearch.gov.au found that three out of four positions for community and social work required a drivers license.  Please note I was able to use the above site because I have some vision.  

Positions that require driver’s licenses exclude a portion of job seekers from applying. For example those who are blind or vision impaired or who have epilepsy.  For employers, while they may be receiving the most cost effective employee they may not be receiving the most qualified.  Please note the same was found upon conducting a search on www.smh.com.au. This site does have a link for JAWS users, that is JAWS friendly

While Centrelink and other job providers have computers advertising vacant positions Australia wide, these PCs are not fitted with any screen reading, nor any large print software product.  Because Centrelink and others are understaffed it is difficult to obtain assistance.  More often than not particularly with Centrelink you need to make an appointment only to be told there is not enough time to assist job seekers and a referral is given to another organization.



What Large Print software IS AVAILABLE?

While most vision impaired people like to use JAWS as it is less stressful on their eyes, a great deal may like to use large print packages such as Zoomtext.  Particularly, when working with some database programs such, as SPSS used by statastitions which unfortunately is not compatible with JAWS.

ZoomText and other large print software are designed to enlarge the print on the screen.   I am aware of a program that combines JAWS and ZoomText however my understanding is that it is quite expensive.

WHAT ABOUT JOB NETWORK PLACEES WORKING TOGETHER
For job network services particularly in country towns, it is difficult for them to assist those with disabilities, for example, the job provider may not be aware of what is available for each individual though they may have a basic understanding of these matters.  This means it is up to the employer or the job network provider to make contact with the relevant organization corresponding with their client’s needs.

In turn, those agencies equipped to provide assistance to the client may not be in country areas or only attend these areas at certain intervals.  This makes it difficult at both ends.




POSSIBLE SOLUTION




In order to lift barriers, the following may be helpful: -

1 When designing websites particularly those assisting with job seeking, A link within the website may be of use.  While the job search site discussed does have a text only version JAWS still has difficulty with it. Providing a link within the site would not only allow sited people to use and receive the advantages of the site it would also allow those who are blind or vision Impaired to do the same.  

One example of a web site that carries a link that is JAWS friendly while obtaining visually pleasing graphics is the Sydney Morning Herald www.smh.com.au.

2 While there are some positions requiring employees to travel, this may not necessarily mean the use of a car.  For example, if the position was in a local area, the successful applicant may be able to use taxies.  Alternatively, if the organization requires some employees to deal with clients in the office while others travel, the disabled employee may be able to deal with clients in the office.  

3 If the position really does require out of town travel, the employer may be able to organize block bookings.  This would mean, that clients from out of town are booked in and once a month for example the employee catches a bus, fly’s or catches a train and uses motel accommodation.

At first this suggestion may seem expensive, however, non-disabled employees are offered the use of a car in their salary packages when they are first employed therefore a similar situation may be able to occur for those who are disabled.

4 When the person is looking for a position particularly in country towns, it may be easier to link the job provider with the specialist.  This may be done with the use of conference calling or telly conferencing.  This would mean that the person would receive the services of an organization in their local area while still gaining the advice of the specialist at present clients can only obtain the services of one or the other.

This may seem unfair to their able bodied peers, however, their able bodied peers do not have the same challenges they do and this means anyone with a disability does require specialist help.

What about Other disabilities
There are many people with disabilities who can drive but have other issues.  For example, those who are in wheel chairs face mobility difficulties of a different sort. 

For them, many buildings do not have lifts and those in wheel chairs cannot go up steps.

This situation restricts those people to applying for positions only if the building is wheel chair friendly or applying for positions for which they have not been trained for. This means if a person has completed a degree in psychology, they may have to settle for something completely different through no fault of their own.




Possible Solution

While it may be unrealistic for many organizations to change the design of the building in which they work completely, this does not mean they should be able to use this as an excuse not to employ that individual.  This may call for some flexibility to the work place.  As discussed earlier, arranging positions to accommodate the new employee may be of some use.  Alternatively, if the position only requires that person to be on the one floor than perhaps widening doors a little may help.

We have an Employee with a Disability What if there is a Problem

Like any employee, those with disabilities do encounter difficulties.  However, the problems they face are many and varied.  Some of these may be due to equipment issues and some due to attitudes from others, which may have occurred because other employees have not been prepared.

In some cases when a new employee joins the organization, who has a disability they may require additional equipment.  This may be in the form of new computer software such as JAWS please see above.  This equipment may be expensive and some employers may feel the cost too great for their organization.

Some may not be aware of other organizations that could assist particularly if the potential employee has not mentioned this.  

Therefore, while it is initially up to the interviewee to bring such information to the interview it should not be the whole and sole responsibility of that employee to have organized funding or to be aware of such funding.




Possible Solution
In most cases, many employers find it difficult when they are encountered with such a situation because they have not adopted an internal mechanism for dealing with such issues.  Normally, it is left to the individual to find their own solutions.  However, some of the responsibility does need to fall back on the organization, after all, it is their organization.

This can be achieved through education.  For example, specialist organizations that deal with the specific disability may be able to make available a video or in today’s climate a dvd.  This may show other employees and employers who have experienced similar situations and how they were able to overcome the obstacles.  

The specialist organization making themselves available at least once a year to assess equipment needs and employer or colleague concerns.  

If it is not possible for this to occur, perhaps establishing a database of employers who are currently employing someone with a disability and making themselves available for contact.  This may be in the form of sharing equipment if an employee has left the organization providing they do not take it with them and that the licensing agreement can be transferred, and the specialist organization could send out letters informing both the employee and employer of the latest technology. 

In some situations, however, funding may need to still come from government agencies.  This is due to the reality that like it or not some people do have disabilities and their equipment needs can be quite high.

Unfortunately, when a problem arises it is placed on the individual concerned.  However, the problem is not always their fault and they should not always be blamed. 

Sometimes attitudes of employers and colleagues need to be addressed for example; Some times people fall into the trap of focusing on the disability and seem amazed that their colleague is able to do the task. when the new employee makes a mistake it is blamed on the disability rather then the person being new at the position. This does not occur for able-bodied individuals.

Again, education may be a good solution.  However, this should not siece when the employee has been there for a while rather it needs to continue as new employees may replace old ones and they may have not come across this disability.  Again the education may be in the form of a video and the specialist organization making themselves available to all colleagues not just bosses.

When a problem does arise and external intervention is called upon, employers need to take responsibility for their part in the scenario.  After all, if it is their attitude creating the problem it is not up to the person with the disability to change that rather the person or persons’ harboring the attitude need to make some adjustments again through education.

While it is unrealistic to expect everyone to make changes to their attitude, incentives need to be put into place to help that along.

I am the Employee what is my Responsibility?

As I have discussed earlier, in most situations, many employers have not been in a situation where they are employing someone with the disability.  Therefore in some cases if not all, in the first instance the potential employee needs to be open to questions, willing to experiment with their new employer and take responsibility if they are not performing and the employer has provided all the support they can.





Possible Solution

For this to occur, employers need to be open, nonjudgmental and willing to learn.  This can only occur over time and this will mean that changes in attitudes on both parts will need to occur.

Conclusion

In conclusion, funding needs to come from government and employers.  Attitudes need to be adjusted and education needs to be sort.  In some cases the design of buildings need to be address.

While I believe this submission will benefit governments, employees, employers and the wider community, I believe that even undertaking this submission has inadvertently placed barriers for people with certain disabilities.  For example, those with mussel disabilities may have found it difficult to use a computer.  An alternative format such as being able to record their ideas on cassette may be helpful.

While written submissions are helpful, it may be of some use to conduct forums.  Forums would allow employers, government agencies, the government, those with disabilities, the specialist organizations for particular disabilities and the wider community to ask and have their questions answered.

This would also allow comments and success stories to be told which may encourage other employers to follow their lead.

Finally, we have come a long way from a time when those with disabilities were institutionalized forever and forgotten about.  

These days most people with disabilities are living independently, studying and holding down jobs.

I can only hope this and other submissions will further close the bridge between those with disabilities and the wider community.

For further information and questions on anything I have discussed in this paper I can be contacted on either 02 if not in NSW 677 202 67 or 0408 202 138 or by email at tonipearce1@dodo.com.au.

I would like to thank you for allowing me the opportunity to provide ideas and discuss some of the barriers.

Most of what I have discussed above has been through my own personal experience when I was employed for 10 years before commencing university.  I am also experiencing difficulties at the present time.

Toni Pearce

Author of this paper.

