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What is a learning disability?

 “A learning disability is a reduced 
intellectual ability and difficulty with 
everyday activities – for example 
household tasks, socialising or 
managing money – which affects 
someone for their whole life.” 
(Mencap)



So what does that mean?

 People with a learning disability 

often find it harder to learn certain 

life skills eg communication, 

personal care, reading, managing 

money, making friends etc.



A few facts
 People with a learning disability die on average16 

years younger than the general population.

 8 out of 10 have difficulty reading.

 40-60% of parents with a learning disability have 

their children taken into care.

 Only 17% of adults with a learning disability are in 

paid work.

 Almost 1 in 3 young people with a learning 

disability spends less than 1 hour outside their home 

on a typical Saturday (Mencap, 2016).



Mental health
 People with a learning disability can be more 

likely to experience poor mental health.

 Some studies suggest the rate of mental health 

problems in people with a learning disability is 

double that of the general population (Cooper, 

2007; Emerson & Hatton, 2007; NICE, 2016). 

 But people with a learning disability often find 

it harder to get a mental health diagnosis and 

the support they need.



Barriers to equality

 Focus is often on physical 

accessibility but for people with a 

learning disability the barriers can be 

very different and not as obvious. 

 People with ‘challenging behaviour’ 

face even more discrimination and 

social exclusion.



Overcoming the barriers

 Awareness and understanding of 

specific needs

 Reasonable adjustments 

 Accessible communication 

 Specialist support 

 Advocacy



Parents with a learning disability
 40-60% have their children taken into care 

(Wilson and colleagues, 2013).

 Lack of good quality sex and relationships 

education.

 Lack of staff training, awareness and 

understanding.

 Lack of specialist support or reasonable 

adjustments to access generic services.

 Lack of specialist advocacy.









What do parents with a learning 

disability need?
 Good quality sex and relationships education and 

ongoing training 

 Early intervention and support

 Accessible communication

 Joint working

 Specially adapted support 

 Specialist advocacy, especially to attend court

 On-going support



But most of all…
 Parents with a learning disability need 

to be given the opportunity to 
demonstrate that they can be ‘good 
enough’ parents.

 They need to be listened to, shown 
respect and not be ‘written off’ due to 
misconceptions and social stigma.

 With the right support, parents with a 
learning disability can raise happy, 
healthy children in a safe and loving 
family environment.







Parental mental health
 Parents with a learning disability are likely to be 

very anxious and stressed.

 They are less likely to have circles of support, 

especially friends or other parents.

 They might find it hard to access support 

groups including parent and child classes.

 They might not trust professionals.

 They might find it difficult to ask for help. 



Training for professionals
 Stereotyping and negative societal attitudes

 Barriers to inclusion and understanding

 Relevant legislation and guidance 

 Accessible information

 Neurological differences (eg interpretation and retention of information)

 Communication difficulties

 Behavioural and social challenges

 Mental health

 Abuse, hate crime, ‘mate crime’ etc

 Issues with friendships, relationships and sexuality.



New guidance on supporting 

parents with a learning disability
 England and Scotland have had guidance in 

place for several years.

 Following many years of campaigning, Welsh 

Government published guidance for social 

workers on supporting parents with a learning 

disability earlier this year. 

https://www.gov.wales/guidance-social-

workers-families-where-parent-has-learning-

disability-html
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Thank you!

 Sam Williams, Policy and 

Communications Manager

 Learning Disability Wales

 029 20681160
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