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SECTION ONE

BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION
1.1
Background to this Report 

EQUAL AT WORK is one of 21 programmes under the EQUAL Initiative in Ireland. EQUAL is a Europe-wide initiative part-funded by the EU to develop the objectives of the European Employment Strategy. EQUAL AT WORK is a Dublin-wide initiative which has been created and developed through the Dublin Employment Pact. It involves 48 partner organisations from the public, private and community and voluntary sectors in a pioneering attempt to develop new and more inclusive models of recruitment and in-work progression. 

South Dublin is one of the local sites for the operation of the initiative.  

The work in South Dublin focuses specifically on Public Sector employment and the aim is:

To identify and develop new Human Resource systems and policies to facilitate equality of access to public sector entry-level jobs and overcome progression barriers for those on Community Employment (CE) and Job Initiative (JI). 

The actions taking place include the following strands: 

1. Developing flexible systems of recruitment and progression in South Dublin County Council and Tallaght Hospital

2. Developing open entry-level recruitment practices and progression in South Dublin County Council and Tallaght Hospital

3. Developing an equality and diversity training module for sector staff.

The partners in this work are: Tallaght Partnership, PARTAS, South Dublin County Council, Tallaght LES, Tallaght Welfare Society, National Training and Development Institute, Eastern Vocational Enterprises, IMPACT, Tallaght Hospital, FAS and SIPTU.

1.2
 The Focus of this Report

The focus of the work described in this report is on strand 2 of the actions outlined above i.e. the development of progression paths, for people currently on CE and JI programmes in particular, into entry-level grade in Public Sector Employment. In order to facilitate the progression of participants, the project considered it necessary to first define the gaps in existing training and the relevance of skills acquired on CE and JI. It was decided by project management that facilitated focus groups with SDCC CE Supervisors and CE/JI participants would be a feasible and appropriate method of research for this goal.

1.3
The Research Consultancy Work

The brief for the study was:

· Consultation with the Project Co-ordinator regarding process, content and desired outcomes for focus group meetings 

· Preparation for and facilitation of three focus groups

· Review of key points of discussion of focus groups and collation into written report

1.4
Methodology

The work involved the Research Consultant carrying out the following tasks:

· Consult with the Project Co-ordinator in order to plan the three focus groups and agree desired outcomes

· Plan the focus groups

· Facilitate the focus groups

· Write up a summary of the main views and issues emerging from the sessions 

· Review and analyse the issues highlighted in the sessions and collate the findings into a report  for the Project Co-ordinator to present to Local Site Project Advisory Group

 1.5
Report Format

The report consists of three sections.  Following this introductory section, Section Two presents feedback from the discussions that took place within the focus groups. The final part of the report, Section Three, presents conclusions, and recommendations for future development.  

SECTION TWO

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS AND ISSUES RAISED
2.1 
Context

As a preface to presenting the summary report on the focus group discussions, it is important to draw attention to the fact that this research was carried out in a context in which significant cutbacks had already taken place in relation to CE in Tallaght. Further cuts were expected, and supervisors noted that they did not have any definite information on which schemes would be most affected and so they felt very insecure. Some of the supervisors highlighted the negative impact of this insecurity on their morale and self-confidence. In their view, the impact is worse on them than on their participants as they cannot apply for extensions or ask to be moved to another scheme. In particular they felt that the fact that information from South Dublin County Council (SDCC) on the situation is only provided in written correspondence and not through face-to-face meetings is very demoralising. 

From the participant perspective, strong feelings of insecurity about the possible dissolution of the schemes were also expressed and many of them asked directly if these sessions were about looking for information that could be used to close schemes down. Both groups admitted to hearing various rumours and said they did not feel they are getting any accurate information regarding changes to local CE schemes. 

The perception that SDCC do not acknowledge the importance of the local centres to the local community, or the value of the work done by CE workers and supervisors was also evident among both groups. 

A range of other such issues were also raised in the workshops, but as they are not within the brief of this research they are not included in this report. 

2.2
Introduction

Two strands of focus group were organised as part of the research. 

i) The first strand involved one focus group with supervisors working on the SDCC CE schemes in Tallaght and Clondalkin. The Equal At Work project co-ordinator identified a total of nine schemes run by SDCC between the two areas. One scheme deals with parks and the others provide staffing for community centres. The co-ordinator sent an invitation to all supervisors to participate in a focus group on 19th May 2003 in the Board Room in Killinarden Enterprise Centre in Tallaght.

Four supervisors attended the session and engaged actively in a discussion that focused on a list of pre-set questions (attached in appendix). The session lasted for about two hours and the supervisors were provided with a copy of the questions for discussion

Three other supervisors were not in a position to attend the focus group and provided feedback, either verbally (2), or in written format (1).  One former SDCC supervisor who is currently employed within the Council as a Community worker also submitted his views.

Profile information on the participants supervised by these respondents was not available for all schemes. However information was provided for four schemes and the trends for these schemes indicated a numerical balance between men and women with the majority of the participants being in the over 40 years age category.

ii) The second strand involved the CE participants on the SDCC schemes in both Tallaght and Clondalkin. Two focus groups were held for participants, one in the Board Room in Killinarden Enterprise Centre in Tallaght on 10th June 2003 and the second one in the SDCC offices in Clondalkin on the 11th June 2003. Participants were invited by their supervisors and offered the choice of date and venue which suited them best. The session lasted for about two hours and participants in each group were provided with a copy of the questions for discussion. 

Eight people (4 men and 4 women) attended the Clondalkin Focus Group– 4 from Bawnogue Community Centre, 2 from Clondalkin Sports & Leisure Centre and 2 from Neilstown Community Centre.

Five people (4 men and 1 woman) attended the Tallaght focus group - 2 from the Fettercairn Community Centre, and 3 from the Killinarden Community Centre. Two of the Killinarden participants were on JI. 

Most of those attending had been on CE at least one year. One person had been on CE for a total of 6 years while a minority had accessed their scheme within the last 12 months and were on CE for the first time. 

2.3
The Types of Jobs Currently Undertaken by Participants on the Schemes Represented
Both supervisors and participants were asked to identify the types of jobs currently undertaken by participants on their schemes. A wide-range of jobs was listed in response. Combining the feedback from all three focus groups and the written and verbal submissions, the following jobs were listed:

· Office Administrator

· Bookkeeper

· Plumbing assistant

· Window installation

· Homework club assistant

· Receptionist

· Cleaner

· General Maintenance and Centre Attendant, 

· Security  

· Cash/accounts manager

· Coffee shop manager

· Catering assistant

· Assistant supervisor for the scheme

· Equipment manager

· Childcare assistant

· Computer operator 

· After-school assistant

· Graveyard attendant 

It was noted that it was difficult to capture the full extent of the jobs participants actually do. Many of the CE participants noted that they actually engage in a range of different activities and that schemes operate on the basis that everyone lends a hand when required. Furthermore it was emphasised that the jobs named reflect a wide spectrum of work within each job category. 

· In most cases the work of catering assistants, besides preparing food and providing a catering service for meetings also involved stock control, ordering stock, cash handling - (looking after till, checking and lodging money), planning catering for large-scale local events and dealing with the general public.

· Maintenance / caretaking /cleaning work includes setting up and organising rooms, ensuring safety standards are maintained, general cleaning. It can also involve answering phones, helping to take bookings, helping out at the summer projects, and at youth clubs/ bingo/ discos, estate management, looking after sports pitches, welding railings and painting signs.

· Administration work in many cases included preparation of funding applications. 

· Night security work included some evening reception work, some customer contact enquiries and also preparation of reports on security incidents and issues

For most jobs participants reported that they engage in significant dealings with the general public. This includes work with children’s clubs, sports activities and summer projects. It involves games, planning for creative art work, maintaining discipline, listening to children and young people and building up their trust. It also involves activities with older people such as Bingo. In many cases it entails problem solving and often includes the handling of money

All three groups felt that the work is very valuable to the local community and a huge range of activities are provided to old and young

Some participants admitted there were times when they would like to be busier but emphasised the need for a presence in the centres during off peak times.

2.4
On-the-Job Skills Acquired by the Participants 
Supervisors and participants were asked what on-the-job skills have they (participants ) acquired on CE.

Some supervisors noted that most participants actually need the skills required to carry out the work of the CE schemes before they are hired. This reflects the tension between the two objectives of the CE scheme. Other supervisors observed how some participants had honed existing skills such as good natural organisation skills or interpersonal skills, while others had acquired new skills in areas such as office administration, use of computers and in the security area.

Some participants observed that they already had the skills for the job they were now doing and did not develop these skills through CE work.  Women involved in cleaning or assisting activities with children particularly expressed this view as they felt that they were already ‘experts at these jobs’ from long experience in the home. 

Other participants identified some on the job skills they felt they have acquired since they started CE. These were:

· Computer skills / ECDL

· Security work skills

· Organisational skills

· Bookkeeping and Business Administration skills

· Communications

· Maths

· French

· PR 

· Tiling

· Self confidence

· Grant applications 

· Managing children’s and young people’s behaviour

· People skills

2.5
Relevance of Skills Learned to Jobs in SDCC

All who attended the focus groups were asked if they felt that the skills acquired on their CE are relevant to jobs in SDCC.

Some of the supervisors felt the skills being developed on the CE are relevant to employment, especially in the cases where participants have the opportunity to do relevant work experience. The value of work experience was particularly evidenced by the fact that some women who went on work experience to Crumlin Hospital subsequently got jobs there.

Supervisors felt the progression rates are good for some participants. It was reported that some women have got clerical jobs in Tallaght Hospital and one woman has got a clerical job in SDCC. Some men on the Parks scheme have got work in the Parks Department of SDCC. In relation to the Parks scheme it was reported that if participants work well they generally get employment with SDCC.

From the participant perspective a common response was that they know very little about jobs in SDCC. Some expressed an interest in working with the Council. However most said that they did not know what skills are required for jobs there and that they have never got any information about job vacancies.

2.6 
Training Needs of Participants

When supervisors were asked about how the training needs of participants are assessed they noted that this is done on a one on one basis on some schemes. It was reported that supervisors try to get a ‘picture’ of what each person’s needs are and how these needs might be addressed. Overall it was stated that a personal training plan is prepared for each participant and that each plan aims to have a balance of one third personal development, one third skills for the CE job and one third skills for progression to mainstream jobs. Although some supervisors noted that, in view of scarce resources for training and the tightening labour market, they now concentrate on skills for mainstream work so that they can give participants maximum support for moving into employment. 

The key issue noted by supervisors in relation to the organising of training was the fact that training allowance money has not changed for years – it was I£300 and still has remained at that amount (380 Euro). They noted that this means that training opportunities are in fact very restricted for participants. It is not adequate to provide even driving lessons now.  Money has to be pooled if any quality training is to be provided and this puts serious limits on the range of training options possible. 

A further issue noted was that participants’ access to training is often dependent on how the sponsor prioritises their training needs in relation to the work of the scheme project. It was noted that in many cases the need for participants to be available to carry out the work of the project is the main priority. This issue can seriously hinder participants’ opportunities for training which could enhance their employability. 

Within the two participant focus groups however, a very low awareness was evident that there was any prepared training plan for them. A number of participants said that they had never had a discussion with anybody about their future or their training needs. 

In relation to the additional training that has been provided or is planned for participants, courses listed by supervisors included the following: 

· Overnight security training with the Security Federation of Ireland. The course is run over a number of days and is certified. 

· Health and Safety, 

· Computers (all levels)

· Office skills

· First aid

· Forklift driving

· Driving lessons (viewed as essential now for most jobs although stated that FAS has cut down on driving lessons) 

· Welding skills 

· Car maintenance 

· Mini bus driver

· Warehouse course

· Building maintenance

· Ground maintenance

In relation to soft skills, the supervisors noted that for some people a key value of CE is getting the basic soft skills needed for any job. These have included 

· Core skills

· STEPs programme, 

· Self-improvement courses, 

· Relaxation and meditation 

They suggested that for some people, CE is their first social bridge after many years of unemployment. Supervisors reported that they feel there is need to allow participants space to cope with the change involved in their lives.  In their view, it can be about three or four months before some participants are ready to consider training

It was noted that good planning is very important if training is to be effective and future job opportunities need to be kept in mind. In relation to training for jobs in SDCC, clear information is needed on what jobs may be available and what skills are needed so that training can be organised for participants who wish to apply for these jobs. This situation applies to both participants and supervisors who wish to make progression into employment in SDCC.

From the participant perspective, training additional to that listed by the supervisors included the following: 

· Gardening, 

· Welding, 

· Catering (in Youthreach)

· Introduction to addiction studies course in Maynooth which provided personal development as well 

· Crèche course 

· Drugs information sessions.

· Floristry

· JEB Teachers diploma in IT

Some participants felt they had not had any real opportunity for additional training other than a personal development course. One person is waiting on a forklift course and another would like to do a diploma course in Kevin Street but can’t afford it.

Two participants stated that they have had an introductory session to core skills training. One person did not feel it would be of any value to them while the other is hoping it will help him to plan his progression. 

One woman said that she is not interested in any additional training as she is satisfied with her current work as a cleaner. 

Most of the group, said they are interested in training which has relevance to employment opportunities and resent the negative stereotype of people on CE being only interested in the money. It was stated that leaflets about courses such as Dream Courses often circulate around the centres and participants are sometimes asked if they are interested. Most people would view these as a waste of time in relation to training. 

2.7
The Impact of Changes in Relation to Employment Arrangements and Practices in Recent Years 

When asked about the main changes in relation to employment arrangements and practices in recent years and their impact on the progression chances of CE and JI workers, all of the groups agreed that the changes in work practices over the last 10 years have been immense.

As supervisors noted, when one considers the age profile of most participants on the SDCC schemes – mainly older people and many of them out of work for years - one can guess at the impact these changes have on them. Most jobs now require at least a basic knowledge of computers and most equipment is now electronic. There are new phone systems, faxes, emails, web-sites etc. Workers now need to be fairly confident to keep up with changes in the workplace so that they can feel they are managing their work. Supervisors agreed that people with very low confidence, find it very hard to find their place in today’s workplace, not to mention trying to keep up with changes. 

Supervisors noted that they are also under pressure to keep themselves informed of these changes.  They said they have to source their own information on new developments. This is done mainly through networking with each other and with local employers and also through planning and sitting in on training courses.  Among the changes noted was the childcare legislation that is now in place. Women who come onto CE after rearing five/six children and who wish to work with children now need childcare qualifications in order that they comply with the legislation. Changes were also noted in relation to basic training such as first aid courses. These used to be one-day courses but these have now expanded into week-long courses. 

Participants’ perspectives on the changes in work reflected most of these points. They also highlighted the fact that there is now much less security in jobs. The increasing computerisation of most jobs (even general operatives) was also emphasised. A number of men noted for example, that the preparation of templates used to involved using a jig saw but now involves computer-aided design.

The question was asked if CE is keeping up with these changes. 

Participants particularly felt it is not. While some noted that opportunities to learn the basic skills required are not available to all participants, others said the main issue relates to the relaxed atmosphere of most CE schemes. It was felt that participants need to get some experience of the ‘real world of work’, especially in their later stages of participation. In this way they would get a good insight into developments in work practices , the gaps in their skills and the further training they need in order to set some realistic targets for their progression. The idea of a period of work experience, ideally in SDCC, was suggested as a way of helping participants learn about the requirements for SDCC jobs that they may be able to apply for on completion of their scheme. 

It was also noted however, that the relaxed atmosphere of CE is necessary as it is mainly to do with people’s need for flexibility in view of circumstances such as a disability or caring responsibilities etc. It was suggested that the focus should not be about CE dropping this flexibility but about trying to ensure the general workplace is more flexible so that there can be greater access for people who are currently marginalised. As one man noted, he can only work part time as he is the main carer for his nineteen year old daughter who has cystic fibrosis and knows of many others in similar situations. The introduction of job share arrangements in Tallaght Hospital was cited as a good example of more flexible working practices. 

2.8
Gaps in Skills Training

Those attending were asked what they felt are the gaps, if any, in the skills acquired by participants while on CE schemes.

From the CE participant perspective a number of gaps and issues were identified: 

The main gap noted was the lack of career guidance in CE. It was agreed that there needs to be a guidance person who is available to CE participants. This person should be familiar with the training options available, the skills needed for jobs on offer and be available to participants for progression support. The participants acknowledged that there are courses available but said that most people don’t know about them. For example one man has skills in music and is very talented but is not able to develop his skills and get employment because he doesn’t know how to go about it. He had not contacted LES and was not in fact aware of the supports LES could offer. Within the groups a limited awareness of LES was in fact evident with one person reporting making contact with LES  a number of years ago and being  sent to a jobs club which they felt did not progress their employment opportunities.

In relation to training it was noted that currently courses are ‘on hold’ due to the present insecurity of CE. In general, however, a number of points were made;

· From  a practical point of view participants noted that the times of their current CE  training doesn’t suit everyone. For example having a training course on every Thursday at 9.30a.m. is not satisfactory when some of the participants work afternoons or evenings

· It was suggested that there also needs to be more focused training opportunities linked to peoples’ career aspirations. Examples were given of a number of people who wished to do training with FAS or further education in order to progress their career plans but had no opportunity within CE to pursue their progression planning.  

· It was felt that a lot of responsibility is on the individual to take up training if they wish to do so. Some participants felt that they are not actively encouraged or advised to engage in training. 

Other gaps noted by a minority of participants were (a) their lack of access to personal development training and (b) lack of access to full ECDL qualification 

2.9
Barriers to Getting Employment

When asked what they felt were the main barriers faced by CE participants trying to access mainstream employment supervisors listed the following:

i) Literacy problems –  the issue is not so much that people are unable to write but many lack literacy confidence. This problem is difficult to identify at an individual level because people are so good at covering it up. It is also very difficult to address. It needs to be raised very sensitively when confidence and trust have been developed. 

ii) Educational qualifications - Leaving Certificate is a requirement for entry grade to SDCC administration and community development jobs

iii) Ageism is a major barrier for jobs generally but particularly in relation to those looking for employment in SDCC who, because of their age, have not had the opportunity to complete their Leaving Certificate 

iv) Prejudice in relation to where people live is a barrier for many participants applying for jobs

v) Confidence is a big issue for many participants. People need to be given opportunities and time to develop. Their motivation needs to be built up and their belief in themselves developed.

The main barrier noted by participants was their lack of information about the jobs available in SDCC. Issues noted were that many participants don’t know how to get information on these jobs and some feel that people are appointed to the jobs through family connections. Some participants reported that this lack of information has a negative impact on their confidence which creates another barrier to them getting employment 

Another point made was that some participants, have a constant insecurity and fear of being let go after 12 months and this impacts on their ability to engage in planning their training. This was noted to be an especially the case for those who are a long time out of work and need more time on CE if they are to be ready for employment.

Education is a barrier for most CE workers. Many would like training and education but have a fear about being able to cope with a return to learning.

Other barriers to employment noted by participants included

· Not having two years recent experience or recent references.

· Hours – some people need part time hours

· Some jobs offer very low wages, and benefits can be lost

· Fear about going into the workplace without supports.

· A sense of not being able to ‘go back’ if things don’t work out. 

It was suggested that there needs to be a policy commitment by SDCC to give employment to a certain percentage of their own CE participants.

It was also noted by a number of participants that they would like to take up jobs within their community providing support to people who are socially excluded. They questioned the rationale for requirements for educational qualifications for such jobs in view of the fact that many of them had been doing this kind of work on a voluntary basis for years and had been instrumental in setting up the systems which now exist for e.g. resource centre management, estate management projects, drugs support projects, child care etc. The view was expressed that many CE workers are continuing to support this work but their skills are not recognised and they are not being given interviews when jobs become available. The local perception is that community jobs are mainly being given to people from outside the area, many of whom are young people coming out of college with certificates or degrees but with no experience or local knowledge.

There was a feeling among some participants who are finishing up with CE that there is nowhere for them to go and they have no idea as to what they will do next. While they would love a job in community work they feel they are now back to square one as there are no progression options available to them.

2.10
Strengthening Progression Opportunities for Participants 

When asked about what additional training is needed to strengthen progression opportunities for CE participants the key point made was the fact that people must first know what jobs are available and then what skills are required so that they can plan the training required to get the skills for the job. It was noted that currently no information is available to the schemes in this regard. The suggestions were that: 

Criteria for the range of different jobs in SDCC should be given to supervisors. 

SDCC should put up vacancy notices in all their centres so that everyone can have a chance to apply. Some supervisors remembered this happening on a number of occasions although most of the supervisors and all of the participants could not remember a time when information on jobs was circulated to their centre. . 

A leaflet in the weekly wage packet given to participants by SDCC could be used to inform people about vacancies.

The Council has noted that positions are advertised on their website, but supervisors feel it would be more useful if they were advised directly of vacancies. As it stands at present supervisors use a range of sources to look for work for their participants, including their own personal contacts and searching the jobs pages of newspapers. 
Career guidance was recommended as vital. Participants felt that supervisors should have guidelines on how to work with participants in helping them plan their progression.

When asked if the additional training required should be done in “own time” all supervisors felt that participants would be willing to attend relevant training in their own time and most participants said they would. However some participants expressed reservations in relation to their own personal circumstances (disability and caring responsibilities) 

A summary point made by one supervisor noted that participants’ progression could be strengthened if they were provided with access to a holistic model of training set within a life-long learning framework which includes education, job-related skills and enterprise training. This training should be planned on the basis of each participant’s needs and linked to a clear career path.

2.11
Barriers to Progression Opportunities for CE Supervisors 
Supervisors were asked for their opinions on the availability of progression opportunities to them and on ways that these could be enhanced.
One former supervisor indicated that some supervisors had accessed jobs as SDCC community workers. He stated that he had been appointed on the basis of his experience rather than educational qualifications and that he knew of seven community workers in SDCC who were formerly CE supervisors 

However, a unanimous view among all of the current SDCC CE supervisors, was that there are very few progression opportunities for SDCC CE supervisors especially within SDCC. 

A strong feeling was expressed that ageism is a major barrier for supervisors’ progression to jobs in SDCC. As already noted, this relates to the fact that many of them are of an age where they do not have Leaving Certificate. Supervisors expressed anger regarding their experience that, in spite of the range of skills and experience they each have, they feel that no account is taken of it when they put in applications for community worker (and similar grade jobs) in SDCC. One person noted that he has more people under his supervision than many at management level in SDCC and all agreed that supervisors have gathered a wealth of experience of community development issues through their work. A strong feeling was expressed that supervisors feel they are qualified to manage a huge range of work for the Council but do not appear to be considered qualified to apply for jobs within the Council.

Some of the group had put in letters of application for a position as SDCC community development worker on a number of occasions. This job used to be viewed as a natural progression for CE supervisors. Now, the understanding is that the criteria have changed and most of these jobs are going to outsiders. A position came up recently for a Housing Estate Officer, which is at the same grade as a community worker, but those CE supervisors who applied didn’t get an interview. 

The supervisors noted that the lack of clarity as to the jobs that supervisors are eligible to apply for. They suggested that there is need for a document clarifying this situation. 

Generally the supervisors said they feel there is a lack of respect for their work within SDCC. They feel they have no status and are basically ignored unless problems arise within the Centres. Furthermore they feel this is also reflected in the attitude to CE participants who supervisors believe are not treated as people but ‘as numbers to be put in columns’. The new term ‘stock’ was noted to reflect this attitude.  It was suggested that any commitment by SDCC to supporting their CE participants’ progression into SDCC jobs needs to start with more respectful attitudes and treatment towards the people involved. 

2.12
Training for CE Supervisors 

The main training that is available to supervisors is the Supervisors course, a 2-year diploma course which leads to a Diploma in front line management and is run by FAS / NCI. FAS does not provide any additional training to supervisors. Supervisors noted that this Diploma did not appear to be perceived as having equal value with the Leaving Certificate when they applied to SDCC for jobs. 

Recently two supervisors had been invited to a one-day Diversity Awareness course within SDCC.

There has been some additional training available to some supervisors but most of them said that they were not given the opportunity to do the training they wanted to do e.g. a facilitation course, or a counselling course which they feel they need for their work, which in many cases involves dealing with people’s problems. Many supervisors feel that they need opportunities for skills training so that they can cope with these situations.

SECTION THREE

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
3.1
Key Conclusions

By way of summary a number of key points may be highlighted from the discussions within the focus group discussions.  

· The discussions that took place with CE participants and supervisors must be set within the context of the current cut backs of the CE scheme by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment. It was very clear from all of the workshops that participants and supervisors are experiencing a great sense of insecurity about their positions and are feeling angry, disillusioned and uncertain as to the future of their jobs (both for themselves as workers and also in relation to the value of the jobs to their communities). 

· In relation to the experience gained on CE, the feedback indicates a variation in standards as to how the SDCC CE scheme experience enhances the employability of participants, particularly in terms of skills development. While supervisors reported the implementation of a systematic strategy for needs assessment and skills development for their participants, feedback from the participants did not reflect their awareness of such an approach.

· In relation to the perceived relevance of the SDCC CE work to skills needed for jobs in SDCC, there appears to be a serious information gap in relation to the skills needed for the opportunities available within SDCC. Because of this it is impossible to ascertain the degree to which the CE is preparing participants for work in SDCC. 

· In relation to applying for job opportunities within SDCC, participants feel they are not directly informed about vacancies arising or on application procedures and therefore feel they have little chance of employment within SDCC.  Supervisors, however report that some participants have accessed jobs in the parks and clerical sections of SDCC

· It was highlighted that some participants face a range of serious barriers to any employment –these include literacy and low confidence. For this group, there needs to be an acknowledgement that they may need additional supports over a longer time-scale on CE to address these barriers.

· Generally it was noted that the transition from CE to mainstream employment can be very difficult and participants would benefit from bridging support. One suggestion was the inclusion of a period of work experience as part of the CE scheme. In relation to accessing jobs in SDCC, it was suggested that work experience in SDCC would be very valuable to participants.

· The issue of age discrimination, in the form of requirements for Leaving Certificate qualifications, was also highlighted as a barrier to employment in SDCC for older people who are in the majority of SDCC CE participants and for SDCC CE supervisors.  It was recommended that a system which recognises the value of people’s life and previous work experience and training should be put in place as part of the recruitment strategy. 

3.2         Recommendations

Key recommendations made were as follows: 

1. Information should be given directly to all SDCC CE workers and supervisors about employment opportunities within SDCC. This information should clearly state:

· The skills needed for jobs which become available

· The training available for these skills

· Details of jobs which are available including application procedures

2. Support should be made available to participants to prepare for these jobs. This should include encouragement and support for people who need to get official qualifications before they can apply for jobs. Supports should be available to help them cope with the fear of going back to education and training. This training should be based on a holistic approach and set within a framework of life-long learning. 
3. A period of work experience within SDCC should be made available to SDCC participants. This should be of one to three months duration and should help them to identify the skills and work involved and the training they need if they wish to access particular areas of employment. This training should then be made available as part of the remainder of their CE. 

4. SDCC needs to be proactive in their recruitment strategy in relation to recognising the equivalency of prior life and work training experience of older workers to the more formal Leaving Certificate and other similar qualifications younger workers may have. 

5. The communication of information to SDCC CE supervisors and workers needs to be reviewed in order to address the low morale and feelings of insecurity that are evident among these workers.

6. SDCC should ensure that the value of the work of SDCC CE participants and supervisors is actively recognised and that issues resulting in unequal treatment of these workers are identified and addressed.

7. The supervisors who contributed to this research should be given feedback on the outcomes of this report.
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