
The Fundamentals of Care 
Learning Disabilities 



What is a learning disability? 

A learning disability affects the way a person learns new things 
throughout their lifetime. 
A learning disability affects the way a person understands information 
and how they communicate. This means they can have difficulty:

• understanding new or complex information
• learning new skills
• coping independently

Around 1.5 million people in the UK have a learning disability. It's thought up to 

350,000 people have a severe learning disability. This figure is increasing



DEFINITION

A learning disability is a lifelong condition; it is not an illness and cannot be cured.
The term learning disability is used in relation to people who have the following 
characteristics: 

A significantly reduced ability to understand complex information or learn new 
skills (‘impaired intelligence’)

A reduced ability to cope independently (‘impaired social functioning’)

A condition which started before adulthood and has a lasting effect. 

Department of Health, (2001)



A learning disability happens when a person's brain development is affected, either before 
they're born, during their birth or in early childhood.
This can be caused by things such as:

•   The mother becoming ill in pregnancy
•   Problems during the birth that stop enough oxygen getting to the brain
•   The unborn baby inheriting certain genes from its parents that make having a 

learning disability more likely – known as inherited learning disability
•   Illness, such as meningitis, or injury in early childhood

Sometimes there's no known cause for a learning disability.

What causes learning disabilities?



Some conditions are associated with having a learning disability because 
people with these conditions are more likely to have one.

For example:-

• Everyone with Down's syndrome has some kind of learning disability, 
and so do many people with cerebral palsy.

• People with autism may also have learning disabilities

• Around 4 in 10 autistic people have a learning disability. (Autistica)

• Around 30% of people with epilepsy have a learning disability. (DOH)

What causes learning disabilities?



Severity of learning disability 

A learning disability can be mild, moderate or severe.

Profound and multiple learning disability (PMLD) 

A profound and multiple learning disability (PMLD) is when a person has a severe learning disability 

and other disabilities that significantly affect their ability to communicate and be independent. 

Someone with PMLD may have severe difficulties seeing, hearing, speaking and moving. They may 

have complex health and social care needs due to these or other conditions. 

People with PMLD need a carer or carers to help them with most areas of everyday life, such as 

eating, washing and going to the toilet. 

With support, many people can learn to communicate in different ways, be involved in decisions 

about themselves, do things they enjoy and achieve more independence. 



History of Learning Disability (nursing ) 

.



As medicine advances, health needs change and society develops, the NHS has to continually 

move forward so that in 10 years time we have a service fit for the future. The NHS Long Term 

Plan is drawn up by frontline staff, patients groups, and national experts to be ambitious but 

realistic. 

The NHS has developed a Long Term Plan to set out what the priorities are over the next ten years 

and learning disability and autism are included in this. The plan is about making a difference 

throughout people’s lives, starting with a stronger focus on children and young people with the most 

complex of needs. Our ambitions are that across the whole NHS and wider society, we do more to 

ensure that all people with a learning disability, autism, or both can live happier, healthier, longer 

lives. 

NHS - Long Term Plan 



What is autism?

Autism is a lifelong developmental disability which affects how people 
communicate and interact with the world. 

One in 100 people are on the autism spectrum and there are around 
700,000 autistic adults and children in the UK. 

More men and boys are currently diagnosed with autism than women 
and girls. The most up-to-date ratio is 3:1



Diagnosis and Autism

Getting an autism diagnosis involves a detailed assessment with a
team of medical professionals.

The DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual) defines autism spectrum disorder as:-
• “persistent difficulties with social communication and social interaction” & 
• “restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviours, activities or interests” 

(this includes sensory behaviour), present since early childhood, to the extent that these
• “limit and impair everyday functioning”.

Specialist assessment 
• DISCO – diagnostic interview for social and communication disorders framework

National autistic society – www.autism.org.uk

http://www.autism.org.uk/


Care pathway 
 

The care pathway for other relevant services and social care agencies is described in 
the following diagram. 
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Whilst watching the video – consider from your own experiences 
Identify the challenges for people who are autistic.

• Social interaction / social communication 
• Behaviours (repetitive / restrictive  )
• Sensory
• Interests and hobbies  
• Shutdowns meltdowns and high anxiety 

What is autism ; narrated by Alan Gardner, the autistic gardener 
Reference : National Autistic Society (3)
https://youtu.be/Lk4qs8jGN4U

https://youtu.be/Lk4qs8jGN4U


NHS Long term plan – commitment to Autism (2019) 
Elements of the commitment include:-

• June 2020 National Autistic Team created 
• Improving diagnostic support and reduced wait times 
• Reasonable adjustments 
• Improve access to health checks 
• Stop over medication of autistic people STOMP-STAMP
• Improve working with families 
• Increase knowledge and understanding of Autism for all professionals

• Oliver McGowan’s mandatory training in Learning Disabilities and Autism 



Oliver McGowan –
Background to Mandatory Training in Learning 
Disabilities  and Autism  
• Oliver, who was mildly autistic and had epilepsy and learning difficulties, 

was being treated for a seizure in 2016 when he was given olanzapine to sedate him.

• The 18-year-old from Bristol died in intensive care 17 days later after a rare side effect

caused his brain to swell.

• The learning disability mortality review (LeDeR) into the death said that if Oliver had 

been assessed correctly on admission to hospital and staff had read his hospital 

passport, he may never have needed to be intubated and sedated. 

"There was a general lack of understanding and acknowledgement of Oliver's autism 

and how he presented himself when in seizure.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U5t1AOwP3Zc One Glos OM Project group (15 ) Big Health check 

week 2021 (10)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U5t1AOwP3Zc


Autism and …… 

• BAME
“Research suggests it can be even 
harder for people from Black, Asian 
and minority ethnic groups to get a 
diagnosis and support.”

HEE

• Asperger’s syndrome
People with Asperger syndrome don't 
have the learning disabilities that 
many autistic people have, but they 
may have specific learning difficulties. 
They may have fewer problems with 
speech but may still have difficulties 
with understanding and processing 
language.
Many people who fit the profile for 
Asperger syndrome are now being 
diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum 
Disorder instead.

• Gender identity
There is some evidence to 
show a link between gender 
dysphoria and autism, and 
that autistic people may be 
more likely than other people 
to have gender dysphoria.

• Women
“Many of the autistic women we’ve 

spoken to have talked about getting 
a late diagnosis, or have had 
difficulty getting the support they 
need
• The NAS support men/women 

3/1
National Autistic society 

People may 
experience 

discomfort or distress 
when their assigned 
sex is different from 

the gender they 
identify with – this is 

known as gender 
dysphoria (GD)

Discuss ..…


