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Blind Citizens Australia Employment Policy
Part 2 of 6: Transitioning to work and making your way up the career ladder 
Context
Blind Citizens Australia is the united voice of blind and vision impaired Australians. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.
Work generates wages, less reliance on welfare, dignity, a sense of purpose and productivity. Work is the cornerstone of social inclusion. People who are blind or vision impaired can and should be meaningfully employed and have the right to seek, work towards and gain rewarding employment.
Part 2, focusing on the transition to work and career development presents the views of people who are blind and vision impaired and draws on their experience as current and past employees, volunteers and job seekers. Our policy recognises the employment rights of people who are blind or vision impaired underpinned in Commonwealth and International instruments (refer to Appendix A) and aligns with the Australian Government’s commitment to improve the employment of people with disabilities (refer to Appendix B). 
This is part two in a suite of six Blind Citizens Australia employment related policies.
The employment opportunities available to people who are blind or vision impaired should not be restricted by assumptions and stereotypes about blindness. People who are blind have the same right as others to apply for a job and to demonstrate their ability to perform the requirements of the role, including with reasonable adjustments. There are many examples of people who are blind or vision impaired, including the 2011 Senior Australian of the Year, Ron McCallum, who have demonstrated that a loss of sight is not an impediment to success. 
Transition from education to employment 

1. Many of the skills required in the workforce are developed at school. The transition of students who are blind or vision impaired from education to employment is greatly assisted by the teaching of an expanded core curriculum. An expanded core curriculum includes the key learning areas taught to all students and an additional curriculum which addresses the unique specialised needs of learners who have a vision impairment.
2. The teaching of an expanded core curriculum is crucial during both primary and secondary school years. Skills taught by visiting teachers should include but not be limited to compensatory or access skills (including using braille, accessing large print and low vision aids, tactile symbols and recorded materials), career education, independent living skills, orientation and mobility skills, social interaction, self determination and use of assistive technology.
Co-ordination between visiting and itinerant teachers, blindness service providers, career advisors and where suitable, disability employment service providers, is imperative to ensure that a student who is blind or vision impaired has the best chance to become meaningfully employed. Clear transition pathways need to be developed, in consultation with the student, to ensure that students are equipped with practical workforce skills and are job ready.
Work experience

3. Work experience in school settings, as part of accredited courses and as part of re-training for a job, is essential and builds networks, skills and confidence. These skills can be invaluable in overcoming employment barriers in the future. 
4. Young people who are blind or vision impaired are often excluded from work experience. All students who are blind or vision impaired should be encouraged to undertake work experience to build these skills, even where sighted peers may not be required to do so. Reasonable adjustments should be made by educational providers to assist a student to find a work placement that is in line with the student’s interests, goals and desired career. Education providers should also work with the work placement setting to ensure that the student’s reasonable needs can be met as far as possible.
5. DES providers should be funded to work with students to provide assistance to find meaningful work experience.

6. Work experience programs, graduate programs and internships, including those offered by government departments, need to be flexible - some students who are blind or vision impaired will not be able to complete their studies in the same timeframe as students without disabilities. Programs should also be open to students who study part-time, students who are mature age and students who may have completed their studies more than twelve months prior. Graduate programs developed specifically for people with disabilities should provide graduates with the skills and knowledge to prepare them for the world of work, including effective communication, presentation, behaviour and expectations in the workplace. 

7. Work experience is not just important for younger people. Most vision loss occurs as people age, with people becoming unemployed later in life as an indirect result of losing their sight. Structured work experience programs should be developed to enable people to learn new skills and to help them find their way back into employment. 
Volunteering 
8. Volunteering can provide valuable experience to people who are blind or vision impaired which can lead to paid employment or provide the skills and confidence to gain paid employment in the future. All organisations which have a volunteer program, and volunteer co-ordinators in particular, must ensure that the process to register as a volunteer and the opportunities available to volunteers are accessible and take into account the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. Agencies which provide volunteers to other businesses should become familiar with local government supports and small grants which can assist in providing adjustments.  
Professional development, training and career advancement
9. The relatively small proportion of people who are blind or vision impaired able to find secure and rewarding employment can encounter barriers accessing professional development, training and career advancement. Government, employers, Disability Employment Service providers and blindness agencies can all make useful contributions in overcoming this problem.

10. Blind Citizens Australia supports the Commonwealth and state governments maintaining legislative protection for the right of employees with a disability to receive professional development, training and career advancement opportunities. This distinctive feature of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) should be preserved in any move to consolidate all rights protection legislation into a single instrument.

11. Blind Citizens Australia also recommend ensuring that employers receive support from government in delivering professional development, training and career advancement to their employees with a disability. For example, employers should be able to access workplace modifications funding to assist them with providing materials in alternative formats to print, such as Braille or audio.

12. Blindness agencies should be able to access funding to enable them to help clients already in the workforce access mainstream training opportunities and maintain their disability-specific capabilities, such as use of assistive technology, orientation and mobility and self-advocacy skills. This issue should be considered as part of designing the National Disability Insurance Scheme.

13. Similarly, workplace relations law and regulations should recognise the right of employees with a disability to access leave for this purpose, in much the same way as our colleagues without a disability can access carer’s leave to take a family member with a disability to service provider appointments.

14.  Large employers in the private and public sectors should introduce tailored career advancement programmes to develop talented staff with a disability. There is a strong business case for this investment as in the long-term it will assist organisations to become more disability literate and better meet the needs of customers and clients with a disability. Existing programmes designed to develop talented Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff provide a useful model, such as the Prime Minister’s Indigenous Executive Leadership Fellowship.

15.  Standard performance templates should be reviewed on a case by case basis to recognise that some employees who are blind or vision impaired may not be able to complete all tasks, particularly tasks that are visual. This ensures that people who are blind or vision impaired are not unfairly disadvantaged when competing for promotions.
Best practice dos:
1. Thinking of taking on a work placement? Give it a go! You will not only be providing valuable skills to a person who is blind or vision impaired but will also provide a great opportunity for your organisation to assess how it operates, review its accessibility and improve the knowledge and understanding of your staff of the abilities of people who are blind or vision impaired.  

2. Do ask questions about the needs of the person undertaking the placement, such as whether they need adaptive technology or whether they will be using a dog guide. This will assist you to plan and will make it easier once the placement starts to ensure that things flow smoothly.
3. Do speak with a placement or employee who is blind or vision impaired in the same way that you would speak with any other employee. An added tip is to provide good verbal information, rather than pointing or nodding. 
Worst practice don’ts 

1. People undertaking work placements, those assisting with organising placements and the employer hosting the work placement need to ensure that planning is not left to the last minute. Don’t leave it until start date to set up adaptive software; it is better to do a trial run first to iron out any kinks.
Case study: To be developed
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