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Summary

Summary
Basis
This research study set out to investigate the impact that the Hextol
Foundation has achieved, in particular to look at:
n

The work experience that learning disabled Trainees have
gained in the various Hextol businesses and the skills they felt
they had learned

n

What would happen if the Hextol Foundation was unable to
continue

by consulting Trainees who have been working there and
professionals who are supporting those people – in education, health
or social care.
21 of the 33 Trainees currently in work in the Hextol Foundation
businesses were interviewed; and 4 professionals.

Hextol Trainees views
n

The Hextol Trainees widely appreciate the opportunities that the
Hextol Foundation provides them with
It's great - a great opportunity - and a really good place to work.
There's lots of work opportunities, different jobs to do and skills to learn.
I'd recommend it to my friends to work here.

n

They recognise that they are gaining a variety of real, practical
work experience and job skills
I have done the cleaning, I've worked packing envelopes and I'm now
working in the kitchen.

n

And a range of other life and employability skills too
At the job we did today, I spotted some holes in the wall so I just got some
filler and sorted it out. I'm more confident about doing things like that and I
think the more confidence you have, the better you become.
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Trainees concerns and suggestions
n

The Trainees told us that they wanted more job opportunities
I’d like more opportunity for me to work.

n

Greater job security
It's important… otherwise one day you'll be saying we have to have an
urgent meeting and tell us we've got no job anymore: and that's a risk I
don't think should happen to all of us.

n

More recognition
Give us more of a report about what we've done and what's coming up,
so we can take it home and show our mums.

n

And they had ideas on how we might improve our events and facilities
The access here is not as it could be - the camber on the approach is steep: and
it is quite cramped here: and we don't have much presence hidden away here.

Many Trainees would find it difficult to replace their jobs at Hextol
n

Some Trainees lead busy lives, with plenty of worthwhile activity
I work in the kitchen at the Manors care home on Mondays and Fridays.
On Tuesdays I walk dogs. Thursdays is my free day. On Saturdays I
clean a bed and breakfast in Corbridge.

n

For others, their lives lack much stimulating or demanding occupation
When I’m not here, I stay at home - go for the papers in the morning,
watch TV, clean the house.

n

If Hextol were to close, the expectations of some were quite low:
I'd probably stay in bed. Probably just go out and socialise: or go to the Metrocentre.

n

And many expected that finding replacement jobs would be difficult
It's hard to get jobs these days. If you go to the Job Centre, there's
nothing. You want somewhere where you're safe and you know people
well. If you go for a job and they ask you, "Can you read?" and, if you
tell them you can't, they'll say "Well, I can't accept you for the job."
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Care Manager’s perspective
Veronica Hind, Learning Disability Team Manager for Northumberland
County Council, made these points:
n

Without constructive activity, mental health suffers, isolation is
increased and the burden on families and the care system rises

n

If Hextol were to close, suitable alternative places for the Trainees are
quite limited

n

Local demand on services is increased by incoming students, from
further afield

n

Budget pressures mean Care Managers would like more opportunities
like those at Hextol for young people passing through Transition

n

Gaining work experience at Hextol helps demonstrate actual readiness
for employment

Health perspective
Dr Gill Turner, Consultant Community Paediatrician with Northumbria
Healthcare NHS Trust made these points:
n

Good mental health can be greatly helped by having exercise, a good
routine and constructive relationships

n

There is great value in enabling people to be contributing members of
society

n

Hextol’s set up creates healthy relationships for learning disabled
people to engage in

n

Hextol’s approach is very constructive
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Education perspective
Michael Thompson, Headteacher at Hexham Priory School, and Jimmy
Proudlock, Transition Coordinator at Mencap Dilston College in Corbridge,
made these points:
n

Hextol provides useful opportunities for work experience for students at
both Hexham Priory School and Mencap Dilston College

n

Hextol’s partnerships with Hexham Priory School and Dilston College
help students transition into work after they leave

n

Hextol gives students more realism about what they will do after they
finish at school and college

n

By putting learning disabled people out working in the local community,
Hextol improves the public perception of disabled people

n

Without constructive and social activity, mental health can suffer

n

Without the opportunities available at Hextol, young people with
learning disabilities would find life after school/college much less
satisfying

n

Opportunities for learning disabled people to find paid employment are
particularly difficult

They also made some suggestions for how else Hextol might help students
– in short-term work experience sessions; and in apprenticeships.
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Conclusions
The Hextol Foundation has become an important part of the
weekly lives of the learning disabled Trainees who work there.
n

Trainees see themselves learning job skills, having purpose
and enjoying the camaraderie and teamwork in the Hextol
businesses.

n

33 Trainees are at work there each week, in a range of
roles and shifts, some in more than one business.

Besides those working there now, Hextol can expect demand
from and should aim to provide opportunities for at least:
n

Six to eight students leaving Dilston College each year.

n

Others wanting to access the no-charge opportunities for
work and training that Hextol offers, as financial pressures
impact other opportunities that have traditionally been
available to them.

There are few alternative opportunities in West Northumberland
for these people to find constructive roles in which they can
really play a useful part in society. Without the opportunities to
work that Hextol provides, many of these Trainees would find it
hard to secure any equivalent role
There is a distinct risk that their mental health and well-being would be
impacted, should the Hextol opportunities not be available. Feedback
from professionals in health and social care and in education points to:
n

Good mental health being helped by having exercise, a good
routine and constructive relationships.

n

The risk that, without constructive and social activity, mental health
suffers, isolation is increased and the burden on families and the
care system rises.
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Introduction

Objectives
The objective of this study was to assess the impact that the Hextol
Foundation has achieved in the seven years since its original research
study into employment issues for local, young, learning disabled people
was carried out in 2005.
In particular, its aim was to look at the work experience its learning
disabled Trainees had gained in the various Hextol businesses and the
skills they felt they had learned; and to examine what would happen if
the Hextol Foundation was unable to continue.

Background and scope of the study
The Hextol Foundation was set up as a charitable company limited by
guarantee in 2006 following research carried out on behalf of the
Learning and Skills Council and Disability North into Employment issues
for young people with learning disabilities in Tynedale, which was
published in December 2005.
Its first social enterprise, Hextol Greenbox, began trading in June 2007,
initially with three learning disabled Trainees working one afternoon
every other week.
The company developed in stages and a second venture, Hextol
Lunches, was started in January 2010. Hextol Decorators followed in
August 2010; and Hextol Gardeners in May 2011.
By February 2013, a total of 62 people with a learning disability or with
mental health problems had gained some work experience in these
enterprises, 33 of whom were still on the workforce.
This study was directed at individuals who have worked as Trainees at
the Hextol Foundation; and at professionals who are supporting those
people, in education, health or social care.
It was not a fully comprehensive study, taking a sizeable sample of views
of the Trainees or professionals, but not attempting to talk to them all.
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Research methods and questions
The study aimed to find out from the Trainees:
n

What they felt they had gained from working in the Hextol
Foundation businesses

n

How they saw their experience at the Hextol Foundation

n

How we might develop and improve their opportunities and
experience

It also sought to establish what they and the professionals supporting
them expected they would do if they were unable to work here.
Consultations were held in small groups, with 21 of the 33 Trainees
currently working at the Hextol Foundation. The format of these
sessions was:
n

An introduction to the purpose of the session

n

Initial questions to find out what jobs they had been doing so far in
their time at the Hextol Foundation

n

Questions about what they did when they weren’t working with us;
and what they would do if there were no opportunities at Hextol

n

An exploration of what they might say about Hextol to someone
else: and, if that person were thinking of working here, would they
recommend it

n

Probes about what they felt they had learned while working at
Hextol

n

An open invitation to suggest how the opportunities, activities and
support here might be improved

Consultations with the local professionals explored:
n

What benefit they felt Hextol was having on people who came to
work at Hextol

n

How current economic pressures were likely to affect those people
in the next few years

n

What the impact might be on our Trainees if Hextol were forced to
shut

n

How we might usefully develop the opportunities we provide at
Hextol
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Profile of the Trainees at the Hextol Foundation
A total of 62 people have worked in Hextol businesses as Trainees since
June 2007. All have a learning disability and/or have been referred with
mental health problems by their Care Manager.
In February 2013, there were 33 Trainees in work:
52% were male
49% were female
97% were White British
3% were from other minority
backgrounds
The age profile of these 33
Trainees is illustrated here:
The two youngest are students
at Hexham Priory School.
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70% are residents of Hexham,
though individuals also come
from other towns and villages
around West Northumberland –
Corbridge, Bellingham, Haydon
Bridge, Allenheads, Prudhoe; and
one from Brampton in Cumbria.
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Other people consulted
The following professionals were interviewed:
n

Veronica Hind, Learning Disability Team Manager, Northumberland
County Council

n

Michael Thompson, Head Teacher, Hexham Priory School

n

Jimmy Proudlock, Vocational Placement Officer, Mencap Dilston
College, Corbridge

n

Dr Gill Turner, Consultant Community Paediatrician, Northumbria
Healthcare NHS Trust
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Hextol Trainees – some case studies

This section provides brief profiles of some of the Trainees working in
the social enterprises operated by the Hextol Foundation.

Eileen
Eileen is 66 and has been working at Greenbox for more than three
years. Besides working as part of the packing team – folding letters,
packing envelopes and preparing mail for posting – she also has the
additional role of Shift Leader, ensuring that her shift runs smoothly and
takes breaks at the right time. She has learned how to use the franking
machine and makes a point of keeping her work tidy.
Eileen doesn’t like sitting around at home and wants to keep on the go.
At Hextol she doesn’t get bored and enjoys working with the other
Trainees. She once brought her relatives in to see where she worked and
described the office as “nice and cosy, with lots of work to do”.

Philip
Philip was one of the first recruits to join Hextol
Greenbox, when it opened in June 2007, and has
worked there ever since, usually doing two shifts a
week. Philip particularly enjoys delivering packages
to customers’ offices; and also representing the
Hextol Foundation at awards and recruitment fairs.
Philip’s other role is to clean the office windows,
though this tends to be only done in the warmer
months!
Philip likes to achieve. He has learned how to use the
franking machine, how to make the tea and how to
help others. He has had some problems not turning
up for work and knows he needs to have a structure
to his daily life and to attend on time for his shifts.
Philip finds Greenbox is a good place to be because
he finds everyone is friendly and happy to talk to him.
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Hazel
Hazel was one of the first Trainees to join the Hextol
Foundation, starting work in a Greenbox packing team, twice a
week, just over five years ago. She now works in the kitchen in
Hextol Lunches, making sandwiches, salads, buffets and cakes;
going shopping and washing up. Most recently she has started
to help produce lunches on Tuesdays for the Hextol Lunch Club.
Hazel has gained her Level 1 and Level 2 Food Hygiene
certificate. When she first started work in the kitchen, she
needed to learn how to do several things that she had not done
before such as making a Feta Cheese Salad. She feels she is
continuing to improve and is has learned to produce the
catering items quickly and to the necessary quality.
She feels she has gained in confidence and blossomed; and
now tries to stay positive in her day to day life. She also says
that she now finds it easier to make friends. Hazel can see that
she has learned new skills and builds on them in other parts of
her life, particularly being able to work in other organisations
on the other days of the week. She has also enjoyed learning
new recipes, which gives her ideas to cook at home.

Rebecca
Rebecca has worked in the Hextol Foundation for over 4 years
and currently works in Hextol Lunches on two mornings per
week. Like Hazel, she first started work in Hextol Greenbox,
but took the opportunity to move into the catering business and
prefers it there, going to the shops for items and helping to
make the range of lunch products, cakes and buffets.
Rebecca was one of the original small team that set up Hextol
Lunches in the original temporary kitchen at Hexham Priory
School. She soon gained her Level 1 and Level 2 Food Hygiene
certificates and, most recently, has started to help with
producing lunches for the Hextol Lunch Club, on Mondays.
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She says that she enjoys everything that goes on at Hextol and
has become more confident and less shy because of her
experience working here. She likes meeting people and
working with the other Trainees. Building on that experience,
she now works for other organisations and finds herself busy
every day of the week.

Chris
Chris has worked for the Hextol Foundation for over two
years. He started in Hextol Greenbox and then moved on to
join Hextol Gardeners when it started in May 2011.
The gardening work includes tidying, grass cutting, weeding,
raking, hoeing and digging. His view is that if anything
needs doing, he’ll do it! He has learned how to use various
gardening equipment which includes petrol mowers and
blowers.
In Greenbox, he folds and delivers a weekly newsletter every
Friday morning. He also empties the bins, does the
recycling and vacuums the office.
Chris likes going out to meet the customers and look at new
jobs. He has made many friends at work and enjoys
working in a team.
Most recently, Chris has also joined Hextol Lunches, working
in the kitchen making sandwiches and salads, buffets and
cakes, on Tuesdays. He dislikes staying at home and prefers
to keep busy and learn new skills. He would like to do more
jobs at Hextol as they become available, though his aim is
eventually to get paid employment.
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Aaron
Aaron doesn’t want to sit around and likes to get out of the
house. He has worked for Hextol Decorators since it started,
a little over two years ago, normally working two days a
week. He has learned how to sand down and paint, using a
brush and roller on ceilings and walls. Their jobs have been
both inside and outside.
Aaron learns from his Supervisor, Paul. He feels he’s
learned how to concentrate and not to make mistakes; and
how important it is to work as a team. Having been taught
how to hold a ladder, even in the wind, he is very aware of
safety issues and will stay holding firmly, to take care of his
team mates.
He feels he has changed a lot and learned how to do a job
properly. He has started using a whiteboard to remind
himself of tasks to keep on track with his daily life and has
used the skills he’s learned to decorate some of the rooms in
his home.
He likes spending time with the team, as they make him
laugh and they learn together from their mistakes.

Gary
Gary too joined Hextol Decorators when it started two years ago
and works regularly twice a week. During the summer, he has
also worked for Hextol Gardeners on occasional shifts. Besides
learning preparation, which involves rubbing down and filling,
Gary paints using a brush and roller, as well as staining. Their
work can be outside or inside, decorating windows, doors and
walls.
He finds the work good fun, has made friends within the team and
is very comfortable in the role. He enjoys going out to meet the
customers and helps by writing down their requirements for the
job.
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What Trainees feel they have gained from
working at Hextol

In our research in 2005 exploring employment issues
among young learning disabled people in Tynedale, we
found “a strongly articulated desire for work that avoids
indolence, achieves real value and helps people develop
more independent living. There was also a desire to see a
supportive working environment and the need to relieve
lifelong carers.”
The Hextol Foundation was established to attempt to
satisfy those needs.
In the study carried out recently, the Trainees now
working in Hextol Foundation businesses that we consulted
recognised the experience they had gained and the skills
they had developed while working in Hextol businesses:

Our Trainees recognise that they are gaining a variety of
real, practical work experience and job skills:
I've worked in Decorators and in Gardeners. And I've helped
out in Greenbox too.
I have done the cleaning, I've worked packing envelopes and
I'm now working in the kitchen.
I've been doing decorating - rollering, sandpapering and all
those sorts of jobs.
I applied for a job in the kitchen, but we decided it was best
to work in Greenbox.
I've packed envelopes, card packs, calendars; and stuck labels.
I started in Greenbox; and now I'm in the kitchen.
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When I first started here I worked in the kitchen. Then I went
away and when I came back, I started in the decorating - doing
people's houses, insides and outsides, and some schools.
I've worked in Greenbox all the time - I do two shifts a week
now. I've done the franking machine, done deliveries.
I've learned how to pack, how to label, how to be shift leader,
how to use the franking machine, the folding machine, the
printers, how to do put people's hours on the computer, how to
do a newsletter.
I’ve learned how to cook a bun and how to make sandwiches
the quick way.
Paul taught me about cutting-in, filling holes in the wall - all the
painter's skills.
Using the power mower.
Taking stuff to the post office.
I've learnt how to paint and to roll and all those painting skills.

And a range of other life and employability skills too:
You have to concentrate on what you're doing. You have to
get the right things in each envelope.
Being careful - making sure the envelopes don't tear.
At the job we did today, I spotted some holes in the wall so I
just got some filler and sorted it out. I'm more confident about
doing things like that and I think the more confidence you
have, the better you become.
If you work in a customer’s house, you can't mess things up.
If you're a painter, you have to say to yourself I can do this
and you go ahead and do it trying not to mess anything up.
Doing my basic Food Hygiene certificate. It's not just made me
more confident in the kitchen but I've probably learned a lot
more skills than I would have done if I hadn't started. I think
it's important to have that certificate.

15

An assessment of how work at the Hextol Foundation helps learning disabled people in West Northumberland

What Hextol Trainees feel they have gained from working at Hextol
How to work with other people, be nice to other people, work
in a team.
I've changed a lot: helping everyone else out. I've learned to
come on time.
When I started working here, I was a quiet guy who took
things very seriously; but since I started here and met Paul
and the other guys, I've learned about how to take jokes and
about senses of humour and how to work as a team; because
I really like working with people and getting along with them.
And I've learnt how to stay on track with the dates and times.
I've learnt too about how to listen to instructions. This place
has changed me and I've seen how important it is to have a
job.
I've learned how to make mince and dumplings.
They know the jobs have got to be finished and the times when
they're called in because there's an extra tight deadline they
find quite exciting. His concentration at sitting still and working
has really developed.
I concentrate more.
I've learned to improve on time keeping.
He certainly does things that he couldn't do when he started:
counting, putting things in the right order - they're hugely
improved. I think he's got a pretty good work ethos.
How to work as a team.

This is how the Trainees see the Hextol Foundation:
It's a very good place to work.
The colleagues are good. It's a great opportunity to do things
that you haven't done before.
I would recommend here because you have got friends who
know you here. And you've got Supervisors who get to know
you.
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Everyone's is very friendly and they made me feel welcome
when I came. And I enjoy doing this sort of work.
I want to work here more days - Monday, Tuesday,
Wednesday, Thursday, Fridays, five days a week - but I can't.
It's friendly. You have to work hard.
If someone asked me if they should work at Hextol, I'd say try
it and see because there's a lot of things you can do at Hextol.
It's a good laugh working here: it's good fun.
It's great - a great opportunity - and a really good place to
work. There's lots of work opportunities, different jobs to do
and skills to learn. I'd recommend it to my friends to work
here.
He feels he's doing something useful. He can say what he
does - you can often ask him or his contemporaries what
they've done and they shrug their shoulders - but he has a
specific role here and he can say what he does. I think it
makes them feel worthwhile and it gives them a degree of
social life - it is very sociable. They feel part of something
big. They all take an interest and feel part of the other
businesses.
The good thing about Hextol is that we work as a team and we
can help out because we like helping people.
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Trainees’ concerns and suggestions on improving
the opportunities we offer

The Trainees we consulted had these suggestions to make about how we might
improve the opportunities and experience we offer:
More job opportunities
I’d like more opportunity for me to work.
It would be good to do something new.
I'd like more opportunities to do things that wasn't work in
charity shops.
I'd like more work to be coming in - to keep it running.
I'd like us to take the cleaning business outside - to clean
people's houses and offices.
A way to improve might be to have more businesses to work
in - besides Greenbox, Lunches and the others. I would like it
to be something to do with animals

Greater job security
I wouldn't like to see it going downhill.
Have some fund raising nights so that we can save all of us
from having to end up losing our jobs which I don't think any
of us would want. Articles in the Courant and other papers
that tell people about us. It's important to try and do this
otherwise one day you'll be saying we have to have an urgent
meeting and tell us we've got no job anymore: and that's a
risk I don't think should happen to all of us because we all
know each other here and things wouldn't be the same
anymore without working here.
He would prefer to be here more but we have to be aware that
things funded by social services tend to be more secure. As a
parent, you'd be frightened to put all your eggs in one basket,
just in case! Social Services would say that you can't get things
back easily if you then wanted them back.
We've certainly got to hope that things stay as they are.
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More recognition
Getting certificates for other things besides Food Hygiene
qualifications because, if you go for another job, you've got that
to show them.
Give us more of a report about what we've done and what's
coming up, so we can take it home and show our mums.
Have universities and other people from outside to learn about
us: to come in and have a look around.

Improved events and facilities
More social events. I'd like there to be one a month.
It's good to meet up with friends after work: have social
events every two months or so.
Seats that have got arms - it would stop me falling sideways.
Something that's more healthy for breaks - fruit more often.
I'd like to paint the office and give it a fresh look.
The access here is not as it could be - the camber on the
approach is steep: and it is quite cramped here: and we don't
have much presence hidden away here.
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Trainees’ expectations if Hextol were to shut

The consultations explored what would happen to our Trainees if Hextol were
forced to shut.
Some already lead busy lives, with plenty of alternative, worthwhile activity.
Here are some examples:
I work clearing tables in the customer café at Tescos on
Tuesdays. On Thursday, I go to Northumbria Daybreak where I
do a computer skills course: I was doing a project there during
the summer. On Fridays I work in the bakery at Northumbria
Daybreak. On Monday evenings, I sing in a choir at the
Community Centre - which has really helped me build my
confidence a lot.
I work in the kitchen at the Manors care home on
Mondays and Fridays. On Tuesdays I walk dogs.
Thursdays is my free day. On Saturdays I clean a bed and
breakfast in Corbridge.
I do computers on Monday at the Community Centre; I work at
Oxfam on Tuesdays; I do my food shopping on Wednesdays;
Thursday I'm at Oxfam in the morning and at Greenbox after
lunch; on Friday I'm off in the morning and at Oxfam in the
afternoon.
I attend Newcastle College three times a week doing a
Business Admin course.
I work at OXFAM and help to sort out the rags downstairs. On
Wednesday, I go to another charity shop steaming. On
Thursday I go and help to serve lunch at the Luncheon Club.
I go to Lawnmowers doing drama - physical theatre.
Wednesday I go to Robbs as a checkout volunteer - packing
bags and putting them in the skips for the customers. I work
at OXFAM with Wendy sorting out items. On Thursday night I
work at Wetherspoons clearing tables and doing the toilet
checks. On Fridays I'm at the Sage where we devise and
deliver workshops.
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For others, their lives lack much stimulating or demanding occupation
When I’m not here, I stay at home - go for the papers in the
morning, watch TV, clean the house.
I work at the cinema on Thursday evenings. I come here on
Tuesday and Fridays and on the other days I go shopping and
watch TV. I sometimes go to the cinema on the days I'm not
working.
My support workers come round and I do things with them.
I'm hoping to walk dogs. I was working in the TANS in Hexham
but I had to give it up.
I go shopping at the Metrocentre. I go food shopping on
Tuesday with my staff. I sleep, I go on the PC, watch telly,
eat chinese a lot.
I help out a lot with my carer: I've been going out a lot because
I don't like sitting in the house all day. I don't have any other
jobs. I'd like more hours with Hextol Decorators if they were
there.
On Tuesday I do housework jobs; on Wednesday banking and
bills; Greenbox is my only job.
On Tuesdays I do my housework. On Wednesdays, I have my
one to one with the staff. On Thursdays I go to Animation,
filming and learn how to use a tripod and interview people.
Fridays I just relax in a chair.
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If Hextol were to close and their jobs here were lost, the expectations of some
were quite low
I'd go to the gym more.
Probably stay in bed: watch more TV.
I'd probably stay in bed. Probably just go out and socialise: or
go to the Metrocentre.
Go to the Metrocentre.
I'd look for another voluntary job.
Probably, I'd do another College course - a camera course
perhaps - or a course at Gateway.
I'd be upset. Everyone would come to a stop. I used to work
at Argos but I left there: I just fell out with it and decided to
leave.
I'd be bored and wouldn't know what to do. I'd try and find
something else to do instead, with my staff to support me.
I'd probably be out walking the dog: or spending more time on
the playstation.

And many expected that finding replacement jobs would be difficult
If I wasn't here, I'd be staying at home doing housework: or I'd
have to find another job. It's not easy to find jobs like this. It's
important that we all have somewhere to work where we all
feel safe and happy. But also where we can get to know
people and learn new skills. We don't get paid here but it's
hard to get paid employment. I've got jobs in the past but,
after a certain amount of time, it goes wrong and I have to
leave.
I'd see if I could find something else - see what there was.
It's hard to get jobs these days. If you go to the Job Centre,
there's nothing. You have a look at the boards and you think
that's no good: you want somewhere where you're safe and
you know people well. If you go for a job and they ask you,
"Can you read?" and, if you tell them you can't, they'll say
"Well, I can't accept you for the job."
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I'd be doing my jobs: cleaning the bedroom, stairs and landing
and the living room.
If you go somewhere and you look for a job, they look at you
as if to say, "Wow - you can't read!" and they'll not employ
you and it's not very nice. I went for a job at Tesco but they
wouldn't employ us because I couldn't read.
He'd have to be at school. There are no other opportunities to
come out and get this experience. This is the only such
opportunity that is local and they can attend.
I’d crash - be bored out of my mind. It would take a long
time to sink in. I don't have staff to support me: I just have
occasional meetings with my care worker. It's hard because I
live I Bellingham - it's a smaller place with fewer
opportunities.
I wouldn't want him to go to Daybreak more than two days a
week because it's more of a care situation than a productive
situation - they're more 'occupied' than getting any sense of
achievement.
I'm not sure we could fill the time he works here very easily.
He couldn't do another College course - that option has gone;
he's gone as far as he could there. We've looked at Ridley
Hall, at the training centre, various things and I'm not sure
that he'd be going there. So he would probably be at home:
and I would have to be at home for him.
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Care Management perspective

We talked to Veronica Hind, Learning Disability Team Manager for Northumberland
County Council, about how the current economic climate is changing and how that
might impact learning disabled people working at the Hextol Foundation.
Without constructive activity, mental health suffers, isolation is increased and
the burden on families and the care system rises
There is certainly a connection between having a lack of constructive
activity and poor mental health. As the literature will tell you, people with
learning disabilities are more likely to have a mental health problem than
people in the general population.
Unfortunately, mental health issues in people with learning disabilities are
often not found until they become extreme. Most people who are feeling a
bit low are able to get think “there’s something not right here, what am I
going to do about this, I’d better get myself sorted out”. However, a
person with a learning disability doesn’t understand why they’re feeling
sad, why they’ve got butterflies in their tummy or heart palpitations: it’s
not until they reach crisis-point that it’s evident to others that there’s
something going on. So, they can quickly reach crisis point with mental
health issues.
What’s more, people with learning disabilities are often more socially
isolated than other people. Another big factor is the rural area that we live
in. It’s all very well for those in Hexham, but not for those living further
out – it’s not easy getting around; there are no buses. Someone living out
in the country cannot pop out to the local pub or the local disco or to a
social club, like those run by Gateway into the Community, in Hexham.
If they don’t have anywhere to go, that puts a burden on their family. We
would have to consider if they then need support in the home, particularly
if their parents work; and if they would be left alone all day. That would
then impact on Care Services because it’s likely then to make their case
into a Critical need. If Mum and Dad work and, all of a sudden, someone is
going to be left alone at home, we would have to put the care in to the
home. And that’s not a realistic form of support, just having somebody
being there with you. It’s not normal: whereas going to work is a much
more healthy routine that most people do.
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If Hextol were to close, suitable alternative places for the Trainees are quite
limited
If Hextol was forced to shut, the question is what we then have to
offer? There wouldn’t be many options for them: we just don’t have
them. Probably the majority of them would be trapped at home.
There’s only really the Tynedale Centre and it’s activities: but staffing
for employment activities there is limited and many of our clients do
need someone there. Other than that, we’ve just got the traditional
services which, for a lot of our clients, is not the right service. Some
of the more able clients don’t want to be in a room where there are
half a dozen people in wheelchairs or who make noises or don’t
communicate very well.
I would expect that at least half of those now at Hextol couldn’t fit
into the alternatives that we could offer – CORE, the traditional
services, Northumbria Daybreak – either because those are not the
kind of thing they’d want (particularly not after what they’ve been
able to do at Hextol) or because the vacancies just aren’t there.

Local demand on services is increased by incoming students, from further
afield
In the last year, six young people have come through Transition from
Children’s Services. However, other young people are coming into
the area each year from Dilston College. Once they’ve finished there,
they may well want to stay afterwards and go into supported living.
For the last five or six years, we’ve been inundated not just from our
own clients from Northumberland who’ve been attending Dilston
College but from others coming from out of County – from Cumbria,
Durham or wherever.

Budget pressures mean Care Managers would like more opportunities like
those at Hextol for young people passing through Transition
For new service users, we are looking for different opportunities. The
Support Planners look at what’s out there in the community – noncosted services or different sort of services.
It’s the total of the activity cost plus the associated care support that
makes up the total cost of any particular package. As the cost
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escalates, approval has to be given at a more senior level and it can
be difficult to argue that having somewhere to go to during the day is
necessarily a Critical need. That’s why we are encouraged, first and
foremost, to use a Support Planner to see what community activities
are around.
I would like to see the Hextol Foundation offering lots more places
for our service users. That would help us place new people who are
coming through Transition. And, of course, while they’ve been at
College they’ve been learning and the next step in life is to work, to
use what they’ve learned.

Gaining work experience at Hextol helps demonstrate actual readiness for
employment
In the current economic climate, a big worry is the change to the
Benefits system and how that’s going to affect our service users.
What helps is work experience that does train them up and enables
them to look at going into some sort of employment in the event that
they lose their Benefits.
What Hextol does is to give them job training, with a view to the
possibility of looking for other work. But it also generates invaluable
evidence that they’ve worked in Hextol jobs, for however long, with
training in place, and that, in some cases, they cannot work without
constant support and supervision. That is evidence that can be used
should they have to attend Benefits appeals. They can demonstrate
what they can do – with files or certificates that they’ve achieved –
but their Care Manager can also provide evidence that they couldn’t
be expected to work unless they had one to one support or someone
assigned close by.
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Health perspective

We talked to Dr Gill Turner, Consultant Community Paediatrician – who has been a
customer for both the Hextol gardening and decorating services – about what
affects the mental health and well-being of learning disabled young people and
how the opportunities that the Hextol Foundation provides can and has benefitted
them.
Good mental health can be greatly helped by having exercise, a good routine
and constructive relationships
The aspect I’m most familiar with is young people who are on the autistic
spectrum or who have challenging behaviour or communication difficulties.
Good mental health is partly about physical well-being and the importance
of constructive activity. So a good day is likely to include exercising well
and a good routine and that can make a huge difference. Most of us would
recognise that, even without learning disabilities, if you’re unemployed for
six months with little access to constructive activities, it’s very hard to stay
in a positive frame of mind.
I also think it’s hard to measure the positive value of being in constructive
relationships; and, particularly, in constructive relationships outside your
family. Parents of young people are important but you need relationships
beyond that and I think that’s where employment activities are so helpful
simply because you’ve got your work colleagues and you’ve got supervisors
being supportive, but they’re not your mum!
When a family comes to see me who are in a difficult, challenging situation,
and the parents are doing a lot of caring and feeling very much that their
child’s well-being is completely their responsibility, I can see that having
someone like me, a professional, validate and like their young person can
make a massive difference to them all. So I think having somebody else
who says, “well, they did really well at work today” is just hugely positive!

There is great value in enabling people to be contributing members of society
There is a major challenge about ongoing learning and skills development.
For young people who have reached the age of 13, 14 or 15 who have
learned certain skills, there can be a real sense of plateauing. It really
makes a difference where you’re assisting somebody to do something with
meaning – and the learning that has to come with that. I think that at that
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age, depending on their ability, there’s almost no other way of that person
making that next step: and then, right through adulthood, there’s an issue
of how to help keep people moving in their learning and skills development.
What are that individual’s goals for themselves, and what are the goals for
them from the people who care about them, and how do you facilitate that
happening?
I think too that the whole quality of the way people are perceived makes a
massive difference; that it’s recognised what they can contribute. And
that’s not just in terms of paid employment but also in terms of their
contribution to people around them. I think that makes all the difference in
the world, not just to the person but also to those around them.
In a team, we all have a relationship with our co-workers, with the
Supervisors but also with the wider community. We all have a role and
place and that can be seen.
The whole care system can do people a real disservice, where we somehow
think we’re being kind by constantly thinking of people as receivers of
supportive care rather than actually constructing relationships. Self-esteem
research is fascinating because it shows that the very best thing is to be a
helper. So Doctors and Special School Teachers get to feel great about
themselves while people in receipt of their care feel worse and worse; and
that must be wrong!

Hextol’s set up creates healthy relationships for learning disabled people to
engage in
Considering the work done by Hextol Decorators at my house first, I think
what struck me most was the platform for communication. I felt that their
relationship with me, as a complete stranger, was very much facilitated by
the fact that they were in my home, doing a job. So it was a lovely way of
meeting somebody.
For one of the young men in particular, I felt that even a social hello could
have been difficult but because he was there doing a job and I was the
owner of the house, it gave us a lovely way of meeting.
I really enjoyed the relationships between the young men that were
working and the Supervisor - the tone of what was happening and the
camaraderie that wouldn’t have existed if they hadn’t been doing
something constructive together. It was positive and it was light; but it
was also purposeful.
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I liked the balance of companionship but also the fact that they were
getting on with the job. There was a sense of arriving at a certain time,
with no confusion over what they were there to do; but it was warm and
supportive.

The work done by Hextol Gardeners showed a very similar thing: the
purpose but also the flexibility. There were different people gardening who
were able to sustain a task to varying degrees, depending on how they
were feeling on the day. It was very interesting how, when one person
wasn’t able to engage in a task, it didn’t disrupt the other members of the
team; and how that was supported and managed.
I really valued the experience of the Supervisors in being able to make it
successful – by thinking exactly how it could be done and giving the
Trainees the pride of the maximum of what could be done and not beyond:
I thought that was very skilfully judged.

Hextol’s approach is very constructive
One thing I love about Hextol f is the way you think about these issues. In
the world at large there’s this big drive towards efficiency, that the key
thing is how cheaply and how quickly can something be done, without
looking at the broader human cost. But actually there’s something about
what really matters is what is healthy and constructive and collaborative for
people to do; and how do we help that to happen and avoid all the
consequent negative social effects of pursuing “efficiency” at any cost.
So I’ve really valued how Hextol recognises that there’s valuable work that
has to be done – to a standard that makes sense – but also thinking, “what
skills have our people got that they can constructively contribute?”
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Education perspective

We talked to Michael Thompson, Headteacher at Hexham Priory School, and Jimmy
Proudlock, Transition Coordinator at Mencap Dilston College in Corbridge, about the
work experience opportunities their students can access; about how such work
benefits them; and what those students would lose if Hextol were unable to offer
such places.
Hextol provides useful opportunities for work experience for pupils at Hexham
Priory School
The main benefit that Hextol gives is the impact it
has on the young people’s lives. I think it gives
the opportunity for students, from year 10
onwards, to be in real life work situations whilst
they’re still at school. Hextol offers the opportunity
for on-going work experience, throughout the year,
and we do that with them in Years 10 and 11.
We’ve got faith in you. Hextol know our students
and we know that when a youngster comes on a
placement with you, it’ll be a quality experience
and that you’re going to be sensitive to their
degree of special needs.
We’re fortunate to be offered a small number of
short-term placements at, eg, Wentworth Centre,
Waitrose and Marks & Spencer. However, the
extended placements offered by Hextol allied to
the quality of supervision and support that our
pupils receive adds a different dimension to the
world of work for our pupils..

Hextol also provides useful opportunities for work experience for students at
Mencap Dilston College
Most of our Northumberland leavers from this area have come to you as
part of their day opportunities and work experience; and once they’ve left
College, most of them have stuck with you. We have a group of students
who might never need to come and use you but there are other students
who you’re uniquely placed to support whilst they’re at College –
particularly those students from this area who are staying to live round
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here – about 6 or 8 of them each year. All of them have had some sort of
placement with you, either while they’re at College or taking on day
opportunities.
We have an excellent on-going relationship in terms of work experiences
because you’re very well placed in terms of being a very supportive
organisation – where people who are more vulnerable can go straight from
our main building to an external provider.

Hextol’s partnerships with Hexham Priory School and Dilston College help
students transition into work after they leave
We have a team of five Job Coaches who are constantly out supporting
people, one to one. The big issue obviously is for people after they’ve left
College and our job coaching finishes.
You offer fantastic opportunities for leavers that would never have been
available to those young people if Hextol didn’t exist. I would be surprised
if more than a very small proportion of the people that you have now were
able to find other opportunities for work.
For example, Stephen is a young man who’s benefitted from Hextol during
his school days, been away to College but then remained living in the
community in Hexham and obviously wanting to be gainfully employed;
but, unfortunately, it’s not easy to get employment opportunities for the
youngsters with a degree of learning difficulties. With the best will in the
world, while they may be highly motivated towards work, their output may
well be reduced compared to the output you get from a youngster who’s
been through mainstream education and doesn’t have special needs.
I think Hextol is a shining example of good practice and we really value and
respect what you do. And I think it’s so diverse, as well. You started with
Greenbox, which fulfils a niche for those young people who are comfortable
in an office environment and is, presumably, a mainly sedentary activity.
But then you’ve diversified so much that you’ve really got something for
everyone – sandwich making, gardening and decorating – you seem to tick
most boxes that the youngsters could be looking for employment in.

Hextol gives students more realism about what they will do after they finish at
school and college
I think that Hextol helps students to develop greater maturity about the
career they will pursue. What they find is that some days it’s easier to go
to work than others and, if it’s the middle of February and it’s raining
heavily outside, it’s cold and they’re due at Greenbox and they’ve got to be
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there on time, then I think they develop more resilience and persistence
and continuity. These are all attributes that I would wish our young people
to have. It’s not just fair weather work, it’s not just when the sun shines,
it’s not just the summer term, it’s that we do this and it is Wednesday and
this is what we do. We may not feel so much like it today. Some days we
may be really motivated, looking forward to it, other days not so much but
I’ve got to go because I’m relied upon to go and I’m expected to go. So I
think it teaches them really good work habits that wouldn’t be available
otherwise. I think they’d be a lot less mature with regard to engaging in
work settings, if it weren’t for Hextol, by the time they leave us.
There is a danger, with young people with special needs, that you destroy
their hope. But it’s almost as dangerous to build up false hope by saying,
“you want to be centre forward for Newcastle United, then you will be
centre forward for Newcastle United” and it’s just unrealistic in many cases.
Hextol gives an opportunity for youngsters both to see what types of work
they may enjoy doing but also to get some feedback on their skills about
what’s going to be realistic and what’s going to be achievable. Rather than
narrowing down expectations, I think it probably opens up horizons. I’m a
bit sceptical about youngsters wanting to be pop stars, youngsters wanting
to be football stars – why can’t youngsters with special needs have dreams,
you could argue, but it’s a tough world out there and I think it does need
to be moderated with a bit of increased self awareness with young people.
I think Hextol does offer that opportunity – they can go and they can see
what they could be good at and perhaps see some gaps in their skill set;
and do something where they’re succeeding rather than something where
they’d possibly be failing.

By putting learning disabled people out working in the local community,
Hextol improves the public perception of disabled people
With the current culture that, if you’re on Benefits, then you’re a slacker or
a scrounger or somehow not complete, then I don’t think it’s going to make
it any easier for people with disabilities to be seen as positive members of
the community whereas I think with Hextol, if you had someone coming to
decorate your house who was on the autistic spectrum and they did a good
job, then it’s going to perhaps transform people’s perspective of young
people with disabilities – rather than seeing what they can’t do, seeing
them as recipients of Benefits and perhaps having limited skills.
I think the quality of maintenance of our field is as high as if we’d got
anybody to do it and, while obviously as a school we’re already sympathetic
to what young people with disabilities can do, I think the wider school
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community and people involved with the school can see a success story
from the quality of the work that’s done.

Without constructive and social activity, mental health can suffer
Personal support and individual budgets are under pressure from the
government. So local authorities are having to squeeze budgets and
people are tending to get less. Assessed need has to be Critical before you
get a very substantial service, unless you’re getting continuing healthcare
money so people are getting less support during the day to do general
activities.
Without opportunities, people get isolated and can become depressed quite
quickly.
There was one student who would’ve come here but it didn’t suit him, as
he needed a bigger space, an outdoor work space opportunity. He became
quite isolated when he left College, wouldn’t leave home, was in his
bedroom for quite a while. That was a consequence of not being able to
come here – because your offer wouldn’t necessarily have suited him – and
it was an example of someone going in on themself, when they had been
quite outward and gregarious while they’d been with us. So I can imagine
similar sorts of things could happen to some students if they were unable
to come here and then became isolated.

Without the opportunities available at Hextol, young people with learning
disabilities would find life after school/college much less satisfying
If Hextol weren’t around, it would greatly reduce our students’
opportunities to engage with the world of work. I think they would leave
school much less well prepared for work settings.
I think that now, through the process of you interviewing them and them
applying to come to Hextol and having those opportunities, they’re far
better prepared as young adults for the world of work than they would be
otherwise.
When the youngsters move into sixth form, we discuss with them what sort
of career they’d be looking for beyond Priory School and then, perhaps,
they’d choose leisure services, in which case we’d find a placement for
them at the Wentworth; or in retail, and Waitrose have been supportive
and have offered placements, as have Marks & Spencer, but they don’t run
throughout the year – they’re just a small window of two weeks. Such two
week stints of work are helpful to the youngsters, and we’re grateful to
those providers, but I think it probably gives a slightly unreal perspective
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on the world of work: it’s all a bit exciting, all a bit fresh, everything’s new
if you’re only there for two weeks.
We offer work-based learning opportunities in school, though that’s not at
the same level as you offer at Hextol – shadowing or supporting the
caretaker with activities or doing tasks on behalf of the office.
I don’t think it’s going to be easier for any young person to get a job in the
future, not for a young person with the degree of disability that many of
our leavers have.
If Hextol weren’t here, we would lack a very supportive partner
organisation in our local town, where students can come for work
experiences in a very supportive, nurturing environment. If you weren’t
here, it would be very hard for them to find gainful employment. If you
weren’t here, we would be looking at the usual pillars of how people
connect to the community: the Community Centre, for example, or through
a library or through a Leisure Centre – all things that aren’t employment
based.
There are other providers in Hexham but they’re all paid providers, so
you’ve got to have a budget to be able to go. They would gain similar
types of experiences but not within a business model.
We’ve set up a mini social enterprise in the railway station kiosk, but it’s
mostly for training. We’ve also got the café, which works quite well in
partnership with the Cinema but, again, mainly as a teaching environment.
Neither of them have much legacy for afterwards, although there are three
ex-students who are currently working in the kiosk, voluntarily, to be part
of their community and contributing. You provide a bit of that social
enterprise business legacy for people who are here.

Opportunities for learning disabled people to find paid employment are
particularly difficult
Via our relationship with the Co-op, someone has gone on to get paid work
and continues to work there. He has a job in the Co-op warehouse in
Washington and works nearly full time now. There are also a couple of
people who’ve got paid work in Wetherspoons. So few find paid jobs,
though it’s a small but significant number.
There is someone working at in a local supermarket who is on a continuous
work placement since she’s left College, continuing one of her work
experiences while she was with us. She’s having to have a bit of paid
support to continue that, so there’s two people working there – the young
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person plus their supporter – stacking shelves but the supermarket is
getting it all for nothing!
And there’s someone working in a local café, and loves it. But I’m sure
there will have been paid work opportunities there during the three years
that she’s been there and yet she’s overlooked when they come up..
Although it’s unpaid here, it’s employment through which they’re
contributing to their community, being part of the community; but also
there’s a social element to it too: the students come to you on a work
experience but they’ll know other people who are here.
In a social enterprise it’s very hard to find a model of business, as you
know, in which people can get paid out of the business. Finding a profit
margin which is large enough for everyone to get a slice is really quite
difficult, matched with all the support that you have to provide to
individuals.

Some suggestions for how else Hextol might help students
It would be helpful if you could offer short-term (2 week) placements for Year
12/13/14 students in gardening. A sort of taster opportunity through the
gardening because, being a rural community, we do have youngsters who are
used to a rural setting and gardening may well be an area where I could see
some enjoying being involved, post-school. Gardening might look all right in
the sunshine, but on a windy day you’ve still got to do it and you’ve got to
learn that work is work!
Paid apprenticeships is the next thing that we should be thinking of. We
have discussed this with Lakes College at Whitehaven that has very good
relationships with Sellafield and has 400-500 students, without a learning
disability, on apprenticeships. They’re now looking to expand that model
for students with a learning disability. We’ve had some initial discussions
with them about how we could work in partnership with them, with our
model of job coaching. Maybe that’s the next stage for us: to consider how
the apprenticeship model might work, perhaps in partnership with
Northumberland College.
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Conclusions

This study has provided a useful reassertion of the value that the
Hextol Foundation is bringing to learning disabled individuals in West
Northumberland primarily, but not exclusively, in Hexham.
The opportunities to work that the charity provides have become an
important part of the weekly lives of the learning disabled Trainees who
work there.
n

Trainees see themselves learning job skills, having purpose and
enjoying the camaraderie and teamwork in the Hextol businesses

n

33 Trainees are currently at work there each week, in a range of
roles and shifts, some in more than one business. 62 have
benefitted from these opportunities over the last five years.

Besides those working there now, Hextol can expect demand from and
should aim to provide opportunities for at least:
n

Six to eight students leaving Dilston College each year

n

Others wanting to access the no-charge opportunities for work and
training that Hextol offers, as financial pressures impact other
opportunities that have traditionally been available to them

There are few alternative opportunities in West Northumberland for these
people to find constructive roles in which they can really play a useful part
in society. Without the opportunities to work that Hextol provides, many
of these Trainees would find it hard to secure any equivalent role, since:
n

In this largely rural community, there are few businesses who
consider offering jobs to learning disabled people

n

There are even fewer businesses offering the essential support and
job coaching that many of these Trainees need, making it all but
impossible for them to take on a role without financing provision of
that support themselves

n

Financial pressures are likely to reduce budgets available to them to
be able to buy that support
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There is a distinct risk that their mental health and well-being would be
impacted, should the Hextol opportunities not be available. Feedback
from professionals in health and social care and in education points to:
n

Good mental health being helped by having exercise, a good
routine and constructive relationships

n

The risk that, without constructive and social activity, mental health
suffers, isolation is increased and the burden on families and the
care system rises
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