Flinders Employment a service for Graduates with a disability 

Brian Ambrosius & Mark Robinson

DEAC Melbourne Victoria

If you’re a graduate or professional with a disability you are much less likely to find a job, particularly a job that matches your skills, qualifications and career aspirations. Whatever the reasons are for this disparity the fact remains that people with disabilities find it much harder than there mainstream peers to find work.

An increasing number of organizations notably some major financial institutions and telecommunications firms have actually set themselves targets in respect to the numbers of people employed who have a disability. Their rationale for doing this has been to employ a workforce that more accurately reflects the broader community in which they operate.  

 Flinders Employment aims to partner organizations and where necessary there preferred employment providers to ensure successful outcomes for all parties. 

We are about helping create more employment opportunities for our candidates and allow employers the ability to access a huge untapped and often undervalued human resource.

The fact that people with a disability in general are disadvantaged when it comes to finding meaningful employment has been well recognized by the Federal government who through Departments such as Family and Community Services (DfaCS) fund specialist Open Employment Services (OES), or as they are also known Competitive Employment Placement and Training Services (CEPT’s) Flinders Employment is one of approximately 80 within Victoria, who aim to find work for and support jobseekers with a disability. These services were originally developed to assist people working in sheltered workshops make the transition into open employment. 

Although all disability groups are represented, the vast majority of clients serviced by CEPT’s are people with an intellectual, psychiatric or learning disability. We believe in excess of 60%.  As such the job seeking focus tends to be targeted toward entry level or unskilled vacancies. These services are limited often geographically and with the recent changes in funding, capped with the number of clients they will be able to provide a service to. They are not geared or focused on graduate recruitment nor do they generally market to employers who require graduates.

Feedback from graduates with disabilities who have been referred to CEPT’s is that the service does not meet their needs. Often they found the experience to be demeaning, embarrassing and inappropriate. Where services provided by CEPT’s in the area of support with workplace modifications and employer support was appropriate participants in a graduate program would be assisted to identify and access appropriate services.

Many of Australia’s leading banking, telecommunications, mining and other organizations have demonstrated their strong commitment to the employment of people with a disability and have led the way for a number of years. All of these corporations and many other employer groups have annual intakes for graduates and run “Graduate Programs” It is has been recognized anecdotally and statistically by the Disability Coordination Officers (DCO’s) on tertiary campuses (see attached data), that graduates with a disability are at a severe disadvantage along with indigenous, older graduates and other minority groups when it comes to equitably accessing mainstream recruitment. With the success of this program, the model could easily be expanded to provide a proven service to Indigenous and other disadvantaged groups.

This occurs for a number of reasons such as employer’s lack of knowledge of what services are available to assist them meet their targeted diversity employment strategies. Organisations like the National Australia Bank (NAB) run specific programs such as their Disability Employment Program (DEP) and have set targets aiming for all employment intakes consisting of a minimum 7% people with disabilities and their Indigenous Employment Program (IEP) targeting a minimum of 2%. Neither program has met the desired ongoing goals. Candidates identified and forwarded through specialist disability employment agencies “CEPT’s for graduate/ professional vacancies are relatively small for the reason’s outlined above and those who apply without identifying or support, via mainstream, have a very low success rate as identified in the surveys initiated by university DCO units. 

It is for these reasons we have identified the need for a dedicated program targeted at tertiary students with disabilities. This program would complement and work closely with current disability services on campuses providing information and education on employment issues as well as a seamless conduit for graduates with disabilities to apply via a dedicated program for graduate positions. The success of a graduate program would be reliant on successfully facilitating the links between Employer groups, support services, eligible graduates and providing an agreed practical recruitment process. We have had discussions with several employers, peak body groups, local, state and federal government departments who would be keen to access and participate in a dedicated “Graduate Recruitment Program” 

Graduates with a disability fall between two stools in that CEPT’s “in the main” are not geared to assist them and mainstream recruitment agencies often have a tendency not to deal with them as they would graduates without disabilities. Careers units within Universities have no particular focus on their needs and disability liaison units within universities are not funded to help off campus or with employment issues.  

Albeit our specialist employment provider “Flinders Employment” attempts to provide a service which assists the particular needs of graduates and professionals with a disability “and have demonstrated some success in this endeavour” our current funding arrangements greatly limit our ability to provide a fully comprehensive service to this group as we are committed by terms of our agreement to accept candidates from all disability groups many of whom don’t have a professional background.

Qualification:

Candidates currently wishing to access Flinders services or other OES’s have to complete two departmental forms “Application for employment Assistance” and “Employment Assistance professionals report”. Eligibility for service is determined on a rating system based on which boxes candidates tick.

By virtue of the above many students with disabilities who access University services may well not qualify for Flinders or OES services! 

To qualify for a dedicated graduate program, students would be deemed eligible if they are registered with a tertiary Disability Liaison Unit (DLU) or DCO service.

At the end of this year the department is moving to a case based funding model, which parallels the model used by the job network. Inherent in this model is a cap on numbers of clients placed into work in much the same way as the current block funding model is capped which in essence means that we will be again limited in our ability to provide a full service.

Employer Relationships:

At Flinders our working relationship with employers is particularly strong, an ever-increasing number of organizations are keen to employ a more diverse workforce and have reaped the rewards of employing people with a disability.

We have developed relationships with organizations that want to employ graduates with a disability and in light of this we aim to generate ongoing interest from students with a disability and further build on these relationships into the future. 

Even though we have made real headway with employers the service is restricted in its ability to deliver a comprehensive service aimed specifically at increasing the opportunity for graduates with disabilities. We currently have a limited influence with employers when it comes to putting the concept of employing graduates with a disability into their employment strategy agenda’s. 

The relationship tertiary institutions have with employers is a privileged one and in many respects employer’s court institutions as the primary source of qualified staff. Our proposed project would be to work alongside the tertiary sector thus enabling us to market the concept of employment for graduates with a disability from a position of advantage. The relationships to date we have developed with employers have been more to do with persistence and marketing savvy rather than industry clout. 

Piloting an employment facility uniquely tailored to meet the needs of graduates with disabilities may help meet the demonstrated gap in service provision experienced by this group, furthermore by providing formal and informal education and training to a variety of stakeholders will both add value to the project and ensure its longevity.

We would be seeking initial pilot funding for a two-year period beyond which “dependant on outcomes” we would endevour to establish ongoing or recurrent funding as well as look to supplementary funding through corporate contribution and/or funds sourced through other local, state, federal government bodies. DEAC will continue to utilize all areas of its services and expertise to develop and further enhance a much needed “Graduate Program” 

To establish a pilot program we would look to employ 2 consultants and establish suitable IT support and dedicated data base at a cost of $150,000 per annum. The program would have access to the existing DEAC infrastructure and when available staff systems, networks and services already established. DEAC service assistance would be made in kind to ensure the success of the project.
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