
 

Disability Guide Series 
Supporting colleagues with learning 
disabilities in the workplace 
  



 

Introduction 

This guide is part of our Disability Guide Series. This series contains 10 in-depth 

documents to support employees with disabilities across all considerations of the 

employee experience. They are: 

 

• Colour blindness in the workplace 

• Developing assistance dog policies 

• Disability staff networks 

• Inclusive communications 

• Sensory impairment 

• Supporting colleagues who acquire their impairment whilst in your employment 

• Supporting colleagues with learning disabilities in the workplace 

• Supporting colleagues with long term health conditions in the workplace 

• Supporting colleagues with physical disabilities in the workplace 

• Understanding non-visible disabilities 

 

This particular guide focuses on supporting colleagues with learning disabilities. If you 

want to find out more information, or want to know how to bring this content to life 

in a meaningful way for your organisation, please speak to your account manager or 

email members@inclusiveemployers.co.uk. 

You can use the contents page to navigate your way through this guide. 

 

 

https://strudel1.sharepoint.com/sites/InclusiveEmployersSite/Shared%20Documents/Members%20Resources/Series%20of%20Guides,%20Guides%20&%20Factsheets/Disability/For%20Steve/members@inclusiveemployers.co.uk
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1. What is a learning disability? 

This section explains what a learning disability is, as well as 

highlighting the difference between a learning disability and a learning 

difficulty. 

Learning disability 
 
A learning disability is a condition caused by the way in which the brain develops before, 

during or shortly after birth. 

It is a lifelong condition that influences intellectual and social development and can affect 

intelligence across all areas of life.  

This can include health, physical condition, IQ, life skills and coping independently. Learning 

disabilities are categorised at four levels: mild, moderate, severe and profound. An example 

of a learning disability is Down’s syndrome. 

 

Learning disability or learning difficulty? 
 
Terminology can be confusing as ‘learning disability’ and ‘learning difficulty’ are often used 

interchangeably, however it is important to note the difference. Both are covered under the 

Equality Act 2010 because depending on their severity, they could be considered “a mental 

impairment that has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on ability to carry out normal 

day-to-day activities”.  

A learning difficulty is a condition that creates an obstacle to a specific form of learning, but 

does not affect the overall IQ of an individual. It relates to the absorbing and processing of 

information and mostly manifests in difficulties relating to reading, writing, spelling (dyslexia) 

and mathematics (dyscalculia).

Back to contents 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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2. Recruitment 

Traditional recruitment processes do not always meet the needs of 

people with learning disabilities. As an employer you need to ensure 

people with learning disabilities are accommodated throughout the 

recruitment process.  

To support applications from people with learning disabilities it is best practice to be 

considerate, flexible and accommodating when advertising job roles and creating the 

interview process. Additional support may be required from application to interview, and 

while learning on the job. This support will enable the individual to demonstrate their full 

capabilities.  

Supported internships, traineeships or apprenticeships may be an alternative route for those 

with a learning disability to increase their chances of achieving paid employment through 

work experience.  

 

To increase the likelihood of a disabled person achieving paid employment, an employment 

support agency can provide specialist help to both the employer and employee to ensure 

success.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back to contents 
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3. Plain English formatting and Easy 
Read 

Plain English and Easy Read techniques are used to make the 

processing of words and information easier for people to understand. 

These techniques have been developed because people with a learning difficulty or disability 

may find it more challenging to read elaborate and confusing sentences or understand 

phrases that are only relative to the English language. 

It is important to be mindful when communicating and consider the following: 

• Write how you would talk to a non-native English speaker.  

• Try to use every-day English and keep sentences as short as possible.  

• Use short, clear words and avoid using jargon and idioms such as “beat around the bush”, 

as well as abbreviations and acronyms such as “ASAP”.  

• If acronyms or abbreviations are required, ensure they are written out in full the first 

time they are used.  

• Long documents or text should be separated with headings and bullet points.  

 

While Easy Read materials are becoming more common, individuals may still require 

assistance with the material, and just because a document is formatted in Easy Read, the 

assumption should not be made that the individual will automatically be able to understand 

it. 

 

Back to contents  
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4. Creating a workspace culture that is 
inclusive of learning disabilities  

Employing people with learning disabilities will amplify your inclusive 

workplace culture. Find out how to support employees with learning 

disabilities. 

It may take a little longer for someone with a learning disability to learn tasks and they may 

require additional support and coaching, but evidence has shown that they are dedicated 

employees who have fewer sickness absences on average than other employees. Longer-

term, they are more likely to stay in entry-level jobs, therefore reducing staff turnover, 

training and recruitment costs.   

 

Initially, reasonable adjustments may be required to support people with a learning disability 

on their learning journey and to ensure they are able to complete the job to their full 

potential. But, this does not mean that they are any less capable than other employees.  

 

People with learning disabilities are all individuals with different skills and they will be able to 

do many different job roles. It is important that their uniqueness is recognised and 

encouraged as they also may offer a different perspective from other employees.   

 

When an employee with a learning disability begins a job within the workplace, make sure 

they are given the appropriate support and time to learn and integrate with the team. Social 

skills may be more challenging for those with a learning disability, and those within the team 

may have never worked with a person with a learning disability, so extra time will need to be 

taken to ensure all employees approach the situation sensitively and everyone understands 

their role on how best to provide support and guidance. An employment support agency 

may be able to assist with any challenges that may arise.  

 

Back to contents 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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5. Access to Work packages 

‘Access to Work’ is a government grant scheme that supports 

disabled people in work.  

If an employer is not able to meet the needs of the employee through reasonable 

adjustments, the employee may be able to receive extra support through the government’s 

Access to Work scheme. 

 

Access to Work might be able to provide financial support for: 

• a British Sign Language interpreter, 

• specialist equipment, 

• extra transport costs, such as a taxi where no public transport is available or appropriate. 

 

Access to Work can also pay for assessments to better understand what an employee may 

need at work. Individuals can apply for Access to Work up to 6 weeks before they start a new 

job or after any period of employment. 

 

To be eligible for Access to Work an individual must: 

• be over 16, 

• have a condition or impairment that affects the ability to do the job or travel to work, 

• be in or about to start paid work (including self-employment), 

• live and work in England, Scotland or Wales. 

Following recent changes, it is now the responsibility of an employee to apply for access to 

work.  This can be done by visiting: https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work/apply 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work/apply
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In order to apply individuals need to consider: 

• how their condition affects them, 

• what help or support they currently receive, 

• what kind of help or support is required, 

• the address and postcode of your workplace, 

• the name of a workplace contact who can authorise your Access to Work payments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back to contents
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6. Statistics 

There are around 1.5 million people in the UK living with a learning 

disability. Read more key statistics below:  

• 6% of adults with a learning disability known to their local authority in England are in 

paid work (NHS Digital 2018).  

• 4.2% of adults with a learning disability were in employment in Scotland in 2018 (SCLD 

2018) 

• 53% of people aged 16 to 64 with any type of disability in the UK are in paid work (ONS 

2022) 

• 76% of people aged 16 to 64 in the general population in the UK are in paid work (ONS 

2022 

Sources: 

 

• https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/learning-disabilities/  

• https://www.learningdisabilities.org.uk/learning-disabilities/a-to-z/l/learning-

disabilities  

• https://www.mencap.org.uk/learning-disability-explained  

• https://www.remploy.co.uk/employers/resources/z-disabilities/learning-disabilities  

• http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/how-to-write-in-plain-english.html  

• https://www.mencap.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-

11/2019.097%20LDWW2019_Factsheets_v2.pdf  

• https://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/default/files/jrf/migrated/files/1859352413.pdf 

• https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork 

 

Back to contents 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.mencap.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-11/2019.097%20LDWW2019_Factsheets_v2.pdf
https://www.mencap.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-11/2019.097%20LDWW2019_Factsheets_v2.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork
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