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LUCY

The Learning Journey was a pilot development programme, aimed at people in recovery from mental health, and delivered in partnership between Social Firms Scotland and the Scottish Recovery Network.  Participants from across Scotland met one day a month for 9 months in Perth.

The main aims of the Learning Journey were to use group experience, expertise and experiential learning to help individuals recognise their own abilities and to develop the skills and confidence to move into work.

This is Lucy’s experience of the Learning Journey and her journey towards work.
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        Attraction of the Learning Journey

I was attracted to the Learning Journey as I’d given up work in 2003 and for all that time - for about 3 years - I’d presumed I’d not work again.   I was happy doing volunteer work in the meantime but I realised I needed more of a challenge.  I knew I couldn’t go back to my own profession, and didn’t think I’d had any skills other than my own profession that were transferable.  The person I used to see (my OT) saw the Social Firms Scotland website and saw the course advertised and suggested I take a look at it.  The main reason for doing it was that it was a group - my worst nightmare, a real challenge - if I could do that I could do anything.  
The main aim was to work with the group and to recognise my own skills.  I wanted some idea of what I might be able to do.  The other benefit was a group of people, which I generally avoid, to see how I could tolerate that.  It was the first time that I had worked in a group since I stopped working.  I came away with a lot from the Learning Journey, certainly a lot more confidence and I realised I had a lot more transferable skills.  And I realised that negative things and experiences could be turned into positive things.  Plus you beat yourself up with a lot of pressure, but you realise that you don’t have to - the knowledge that people (staff, organisations, services) were there to support you, that was good.  The legislative framework is there to enable others to support you.
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       Gaining Confidence

There was a particular day where we had to identify 5 key events in our lives, and to identify what we had learned from them.  I couldn’t think of anything, and to some extent I’m quite intelligent, but I couldn’t do it.  Working through the exercise helped me realise that there are positives that come out of negative circumstances, and actually writing it down and seeing it and verbalising it helped you to feel it. It gave you the knowledge.  What you know is not necessarily what you feel, so doing this exercise helped me to recognise the positives.  
The other thing that helped build my confidence was that I managed to stay in the group and managed to have a relationship with some of the people.  

I’m about to start the Cambridge English Language Teaching Award (CELTA) and I would never have done that without the Learning Journey.

       Describing the Learning Journey

The approach of the Learning Journey was that you didn’t need to be worried about it, it was a generally protective environment. People weren’t going to judge you – there were rules and there was no need to be anxious about things happening that weren’t controllable.  

The way the days were planned gave you the opportunity to deal with what was being taught.  The way days panned out meant that you were not having to concentrate for long periods of time, which sometimes people with mental health problems can find difficulty with.  
Also you were given the opportunity to some extent to influence what was taught; the agenda.  This is good, even if not everyone used it.  You have to be responsive in general. There is no point in having a set agenda if it doesn’t meet people’s needs - and you need to provide the opportunity for them to identify their needs.  I really didn’t like the action learning.  

       Goals for the future

In terms of my future goals it is to complete CELTA. 
 

My top tips to people who want to go back to work would be:
· Expect to never feel ready, and lots of negatives can influence you.
· Recognise the social benefits of having work. It provides structure, meaning and purpose, relationships, a focus for your week, and to some extent money.
· My particular situation meant that I was not on benefits, and in this respect I was lucky as I recognise the disincentives to people who are on benefits of coming off them and moving into work.  
· I would encourage people to consider the other non financial benefits of working however.  These include feeling as if you are contributing, feeling valued, and this is reflected by the fact that someone is willing to pay you for what you do, although the actual value of the pay is not relevant.  
· Work also gives you focus and your own needs can be accommodated as long as they are reasonable.  
· It makes a difference if you have previously worked.  Being in work also brings self-respect and self-esteem. A sense of worth comes from being paid.
· Believing that I would never work again, which I did do, was detrimental to my mental health.  
· It is important to work in the right environment, and sometimes working as a volunteer is not valued by people who are being paid to work in the same place.  It is important that you are valued in what you do, even as a volunteer.
· The environment needs to be right.  I wouldn’t be in work now I don’t think if it wasn’t the right job, if it didn’t fulfil the right specific conditions that I needed from the workplace.


· I wish that people would recognise the benefits of working and the Government would recognise that to push people off benefits without the right intensive support is detrimental.  It might be worth the Government protecting people’s benefits for a period of time, guaranteeing their benefits for a while, and gradually reducing it with the gradual increase in salary that would hopefully come with more confidence and skills gained while being in work.  The welfare system should not work in a way that is detrimental to people.
· There is also a difference to being able to choose whether to work or not and being forced to work or not work.  This affects your motivation for doing something.  
· The Learning Journey was a very positive experience for me.  It might be beneficial to deliver the Learning Journey to professionals working in mental health to allow them to deliver it locally - the process is excellent .  CPNs could get groups together, and do some processes and get different points of view from different people.  This might encourage people and increase their confidence to go into work, or even to try out work, even volunteering.  
· Specific circumstances of the job are required - depending on your needs to be able to do it and sustain it.  The Learning Journey allowed people to explore what they require in the workplace and what was suitable work patterns work for them.  
· Since I started work in May 07 I haven’t had a day off, not even a cold, where previously I used to often get the cold.  I think that was a way of my body telling me things were not right, which no longer happens.  Working has improved my general well-being and confidence.
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