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People with a learning disability to design ‘quality checks’ 

for NHS services 

11 May 2016 - 09:30 

People with a learning disability are being asked to contribute to new tests which will help 

improve NHS services ranging from dentistry to acute care, NHS England has announced 

today. 

The NHS Quality Checkers programme sees people with a learning disability employed to 

inspect local NHS services critically, to provide advice on how they can better meet their 

needs and those of other patients. 

People with a learning disability can face significant barriers to accessing NHS services, 

whether it’s the use of complicated forms and language, confusing layouts of buildings, or 

staff who aren’t sure how to interact with them. 

This contributes to people with a learning disability being less likely to use services, including 

important programmes like health checks and cancer screening; as a result, they are more 

likely than average to experience poor physical health than the rest of the population. 

Quality checkers use their own experiences to assess the quality of care and support patients 

mailto:Mark.Bryant@southernhealth.nhs.uk


 

 

receive, giving a view that can be often missing from other forms of inspection. 

Evaluation of quality checking programmes currently operating in some areas show them to 

be an effective and efficient use of resources, and to be associated with increases in quality 

and improved outcomes. Building on this success, NHS England are now seeking input on 

new resources which will help support a national rollout. 

Scott Durairaj, NHS England’s Experience of Care Lead for Mental Health and Learning 

Disabilities, said: “The experience that people with learning disabilities have of health 

services directly impacts on how likely they are to use them, and therefore how healthy 

they’re likely to be. 

“NHS Quality Checkers – designed and led by people with lived experience – have made a 

real difference to local services where they have been used; now we want to take it to the 

next level and make a significant contribution to improving health outcomes for this group of 

patients across England.” 

“It is important to gain the backing from commissioners to implement this across the country 

and help to build momentum.” 

Quality Checker inspections can be organised at any time by services such as GP and dental 

practices, where there are currently groups set up to perform them. 

Quality checkers with a learning disability carry out the evaluation, including talking to other 

service users about their experiences, and judging services against criteria they themselves 

consider to be important. 

Claira Ferreira, Commissioning Lead for Learning Disability, NHS Nene and Corby 

Clinical Commissioning Groups said: “Our Quality Checker Service has been invaluable in 

supporting us with values based commissioning and has helped the voice of people with 

learning disabilities to be heard.” 

Feedback from current quality checkers has also demonstrated the positive impact this work 

is having on the individuals involved, as well on improving attitudes towards those with a 

learning disability and/or autism. 

Suzie Fothergill, Skills for People, Newcastle upon Tyne, and Chairperson, Association 

of Quality Checkers said: “I have been employed as a Quality Checker for many years now, 

and trained a lot of people with learning disabilities to do the same.  I am so pleased that 

health services across the country will be able to have NHS Quality Checkers.  Our work 

inspires health professionals to makes services better, so that people with learning disabilities 

can have better lives where they are healthy, happy and safe. 

“As a person with a learning disability, I am happy that I have had the chance to improve the 

way health services support people with learning disabilities”. 

Gavin Barr, Quality Checker, Sunderland People First, said: “It is so important that people 



 

 

with learning disabilities are involved in quality checking health services. We are able to use 

our own experiences of what it means to have the right support. 

“I really enjoy listening to patients and families and finding out what they think about services. 

It’s important to be able to bring our findings together and share these with health 

professionals in our training sessions. I like working as part of a team and hearing how our 

quality checks have made a difference. I think NHS Quality Checkers can make a big 

difference to the health of people with learning disabilities across the Country.” 

As set out in Building the right support, the national plan to transform services for people with 

a learning disability over the next 3 years, NHS England is now seeking to make it easier for 

groups to set up to offer Quality Checks, and improve consistency across the country, by 

establishing a national programme to support these local quality checks. 

To support the rollout, and in partnership with the Centre of Disability Studies at the 

University of Leeds and CHANGE (a disabled person’s organisation focusing on the equality 

and inclusion for people with learning disabilities), NHS England is asking people with a 

learning disability, their loved ones and carers, and local and national groups representing 

them, to help develop new resources. 

Dr Paul Lelliott, Deputy Chief Inspector of Hospitals (lead for mental health), said: “The 

CQC is pleased to see NHS England supporting using the knowledge and expertise of people 

who use services in assessing and improving quality of services. 

“The voices of people, who use services, including the voices of people with a learning 

disability, are a vital source of information for providers and commissioners on the quality of 

care being provided. For CQC, they help inform when, where and what we inspect and our 

judgements and ratings of services. 

“The NHS England Quality Checkers programme will help support people with a learning 

disability to measure and improve the quality of health care they receive. 

“We will be actively working with NHS England once the trials are complete to examine ways 

that the results can be utilised by CQC, ensuring that we have a single shared view of quality 

and do not duplicate efforts, with the ultimate aim of improving quality of healthcare across 

England for people with a learning disability.” 

The resources will include training kits for new Quality Checkers, as well as template 

assessments which will produce national standards to be measured and benchmarked, while 

allowing for different local circumstances and needs to be taken into account. 

The programme aims to develop tools that can be used by Quality Checkers in seven 

different service areas: 

 Emergency Departments 

 Community Services 
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 Acute Hospitals 

 Primary Care (GPs) 

 Dentistry 

 Mental Health Services 

 Learning Disability Services 

Following the establishment of a national framework and an increase in the number of local 

Quality Checker services available, NHS England will then look to work with local Clinical 

Commissioning Groups and NHS providers such as hospitals and clinics to encourage take-

up of these services. 

The Quality Checkers minisite will feature regular updates and guidance on the programme, 

and contact details for the NHS Quality Checkers programme are as follows: 

 Website: https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/pe/learning-disability-projects/ 

 Email: england.NHSQC@nhs.net<mailto:england.NHSQC@nhs.net> 

 Phone: 0113 825 1090 

 Address: NHS Quality Checkers, NHS England 5W33, Patient Experience Team, 

Quarry House, Quarry Hill, Leeds, LS2 7UE 

 

Problems at Southern Health 'not a one off' 

16 May, 2016 By Will Hazell  

  

  

 1 Comment 

 NHS England’s national clinical director for learning disability says problems 

identified at Southern Health not confined to one provider 

 Dominic Slowie says failure to properly investigate and learn from the deaths of 

people with learning disabilities reflect “societal attitude” 

 NHS England has launched the world’s first national review of deaths of people with 

learning disabilities 

Failures by Southern Health Foundation Trust to investigate and learn from the deaths of 

people with learning disabilities are probably replicated in “lots of hospitals” across the 

country, an NHS England official has said. 

More from: Exclusive: Southern Health could be split up, sources say 

Dominic Slowie, national clinical director for learning disability, said the issue reflected a 

“societal attitude to people with learning disability”. 

In December the audit firm Mazars published a report highlighting failures at Southern Health 

to properly investigate and learn from the deaths of mental health and learning disability 
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service users. 

Speaking at an event last week, Dr Slowie said the NHS was “not where we should be… not 

good enough” when it came to reporting and learning from the deaths of people with a 

learning disability. 

“The Mazars audit and the subsequent NHS Improvement and Care Quality Commission 

involvement in Southern Health suggest that we are not investigating the deaths of people 

with learning disability to the level we should be and learning the lessons,” he said. 

However, he said that the problems identified by Mazars were probably not isolated to 

Southern Health. 

“I don’t think this is just an index of that particular trust, even if they do have specific 

challenges,” he said. 

“I think that… this reflects some of the societal attitude to people with learning disability, and I 

think if you went into lots of hospitals in the country you might find similar issues.” 

While the NHS was not currently where it should be, Dr Slowie said the health service was 

leading the way in trying to improve understanding about the deaths of people with learning 

disabilities. 

Last year NHS England launched the world’s first national initiative to review, and ultimately 

reduce, premature deaths of people with learning disabilities. 

The learning disabilities mortality review programme is run by Bristol University, and in 

November began piloting reviews of deaths of people with learning disabilities aged 4-75 at 

the time of their death in the North East and Cumbria. Reviews will then be rolled out 

nationwide incorporating learning from the pilots. 

“We’ve commissioned the first ever national learning disability and mortality review body in 

the world – it’s happening in England,” Dr Slowie said. 

“That’s going well – we’ve got a number of trained individuals who are going to investigate 

deaths of people with learning disability. 

“Our partners in the CQC and in NHS Improvement and indeed [NHS England medical 

director] Sir Bruce Keogh, are making sure that all hospitals whether they’re specialist 

hospitals or acute general hospitals, will be able to detail the story and the extent of people 

with learning disability dying, how old they are when they die, what they die from [and] 

whether we could have prevented any of those deaths.” 
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