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Overview

DFN Project SEARCH is a business-
led, one-year transition to employment
programme for young people with a 
learning disability and autism.

70% of our graduating interns secure 
paid employment with an impressive 
average of 60% securing full-
time roles, creating life changing 
opportunities and transforming 
outcomes for young people with 
additional learning needs.

We offer an evidence based model 
and professional resources that 
deliver results through developing 
great relationships with high aiming 
and committed partners.

DFN Project SEARCH students 
throughout the country are 
already seeing the benefits of the 
innovative learning experience and 
the opportunity to fully immerse 
themselves in the host business.
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At the heart of change

Best Practice Education and Training
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DFN Project SEARCH believes that 
everyone deserves the right to 
aspire to the very best future, yet 
nationally less than 6% of people 
with a learning disability who are 
known to local authorities go on to 
secure full-time paid employment.

Our vision is to ensure that everyone 
with a learning disability or autism 
can attain high-quality, integrated 
employment in their local area.

Offering a high aiming one-year 
transition to work programme in 
their final year of school or college, 
our approach is so much more than 
work experience, it is education and 
training at its very best!

Students get to use and apply 
their skills and learning every day, 
ensuring that they are ready to move 
seamlessly into the workplace as 
skilled and effective employees.



•   Once a DFN Project SEARCH 
partnership is established, it is 
sustainable year after year and 
keeps delivering increasing 
numbers of full-time paid jobs 
and careers.

•   Over time, community 
expectations are raised along 
with the belief that people with 
a learning disability can work in 
many different skilled jobs.

•  The pathway from childhood to 
adulthood and work becomes 
smoother for young people and 
their families.

•    A variety of local businesses 
benefit from the talent pool 
created, they can access a new, 
diverse, workforce with skills  
that match labour needs.

•    This opportunity transforms the 
life chances and improves social 
mobility of young people with 
additional needs.

•   Communities become more 
inclusive and people with a 
learning disability more visible.

•  Social justice is achieved 
for people who have been 
frequently marginalized from 
the world of work.

Our unique programme is changing lives for the 
better, bringing students:

  Competitive, transferable and marketable job skills 

 Increased independence, confidence, and self-esteem

 800 hours of structured support from teacher, 
 job coaches, host business managers and mentors

Evidence shows that being in 
employment improves health and 
wellbeing and is central to individual 
identity, social roles, and social status.

People in work tend to enjoy 
happier and healthier lives than 
those who are not in work.

Transitioning people from education
straight into competitive employment
also saves money for health and 
social care by creating opportunities 
for people with a learning disability 
to become net contributors rather 
than recipients of adult social care
and health services.

Social Value

DFN Project SEARCH | Changing Lives Together | Overview 02



Host Business 
 
Provides an on-site base and a 
variety of internships that teach 
core skills related to that business 
or organisation.

 School or College

Provides a teacher and student 
interns from the local area.

Local Authority

Commissions appropriate partners 
and ensures access to the 
programme across a community. 
Individual life planning guidance, 
care management and individual 
budgets for job coaching and 
other support.

 Department for 
Work and Pensions
 
Provides ’Access to Work’ funding 
for job coaching and other follow 
on support. Provides advice 
to the young person and their 
family about better off in work 
calculations.

 Supported Employment 
Agency
 
Provides professional job 
coaching and job development
for interns at the host business.
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DFN Project SEARCH is a partnership 
between a host business, education, 
and professional adult supported 
employment. The goal is to provide 
on-site internship experiences that

allow necessary skill development 
opportunities for young adults with 
a learning disability to compete for 
employment.

A Team Of Teams
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•   Evidence value for money 
and track positive employment 
destinations.

•   Invest to save, research shows 
that £3.96 is created for every 
pound of investment when 60% 
of DFN Project SEARCH interns 
move into paid work of more 
than 16 hours per week.*

•   Continue to drive standards. 
70% of DFN Project SEARCH 
interns move into paid work 
with the opportunity to increase 
those hours over time and 
develop their independence 
skills.

•   Support transition from 
education to employment at 
a time that is appropriate for 
individual learners.

•   On average 19% of DFN 
Project SEARCH interns are 
aged 18, 21% are aged 19, and 
17% are aged 20 when they join 
and will see their plans cease 
on completion of the 
programme year.

•  Taking a range of college 
courses until aged 24 is not 
necessary as interns as young as 
16 or 17 years old have the same 
(or slightly better) chances of 
finding employment.

Benefits to Local Authorities

DFN Project SEARCH all stake holder groups
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Benefits to Local Authorities:

Benefits to Education:

• Evidence value for money and track positive 
employment destinations.

• Invest to save, research shows that £3.96 is 
created for every pound of investment when 
60% of DFN Project SEARCH interns move 
into paid work of more than 16 hours per 
week.*

• Continue to drive standards. 70% of DFN 
Project SEARCH interns move into paid work 
with the opportunity to increase those hours 
over time and develop their independence 
skills.

• Support transition from education to 
employment at a time that is appropriate for 
individual learners. On average 19% of DFN 
Project SEARCH interns are aged 18, 21% are 
aged 19, and 17% are aged 20 when they join 
and will see their plans cease on completion 
of the programme year.  
 

Taking a range of college courses until aged 
24 is not necessary as interns as young as 
16 or 17 years old have the same (or slightly 
better) chances of finding employment.  
 
That means they find a career early and have 
much better chance of an independent and 
fulfilled life!

• Full access to a best practice International 
Employability Curriculum.

• Full access to world’s largest vocational 
profiling tool for people with SEND which 
allows you to track and measure progress 
against learner skill acquisition.

• Robust and clearly evidenced data 
demonstrating in year Intent, Implementation 
and Impact relating to learner progress and 
aspirational destinations.

• A seamless approach to transition that 
develops preparation for adulthood skills.

* Social Value Lab, SROI Evaluation Project Search for North 
Lanarkshire Council, April 2013 p 20
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is created for society

£3.96 

70% 

For every pound 

That means they
find a career early 
and have much
better chance of
an independent 
and fulfilled life!

DFN Project SEARCH 
interns move into 
paid work



•   Full access to a best practice 
International Employability 
Curriculum.

•  Full access to the world’s 
largest vocational profiling 
tool for people with SEND 
which allows you to track 
and measure progress against 
learner skill acquisition.

•  Robust and clearly evidenced 
data demonstrating in year 
Intent, Implementation and 
Impact relating to learner 
progress and aspirational 
destinations.

•  A seamless approach to 
transition that develops 
preparation for adulthood 
skills.

To find out more or to partner 
with DFN Project SEARCH, 
please get in touch.

admin@dfnprojectsearch.org

        dfnprojectsearch.org

        @dfnsearch

•   Organisations gain access to a 
new, diverse, talent stream with 
skills that match labour needs.

•   Departments improve 
communication and teamwork.

•   Businesses experience increased 
local, regional, national and 
international recognition 
through marketing of this 
unique programme.

•   Organisations dramatically 
improve performance and 
retention in some high turnover 
or hard-to-fill posts.

Benefits to the Host Business
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DFN Project SEARCH all stake holder groups

Benefits to the Host Business: 

• Organisations gain access to a new, diverse, 
talent stream with skills that match labour 
needs.

• Departments improve communication and 
teamwork.

• Businesses experience increased local, 
regional, national and international 
recognition through marketing of this unique 
programme.

• Organisations dramatically improve 
performance and retention in some high-
turnover or hard-to-fill posts.

To find out more or to partner with DFN Project SEARCH,  
please email: admin@dfnprojectsearch.org

Find out more:
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Benefits to Education

 We are important, we  
 can do things, we can 
talk to employers what we 
are capable of… We shouldn’t 
call it disability but ability. We 
might think differently but we 
can share wonderful ideas.

Mohammed Hamza, A graduate, 
now an apprentice mechanic 
and a member of the Youth 
Advisory Group



DFN Project SEARCH 

Scotland

Data Class of 2021-22

People with a Learning Disability and Autism in the UK

Work is Good For You
Young and old: prevention matters

Best start in life
Pregnancy services

Childhood 
immunisations

School environment

Secure home

Healthy eating and 
physical activity

Adulthood
A safe and secure job

Mental wellbeing

Exercising

Healthy diet

Not smoking

Drinking moderately

Later life
Safe and accessible 
Home environment

Keeping physically 
active

Eating a healthy diet

Maintaining social 
connections

Life Expectancy for people with 
Learning Disabilities

Median Age of Death 
General Population

Median age of death for different 
levels of impairment

People with a mild learning disability 62

People with a moderate learning disability 63

People with a severe learning disability
57

People with a profound or multiple 
learning disability 40

SOURCE: UNIVERSITY OF BRISTOL NORAH BY CENTRE 
FOR DISABILITY STUDIES, 2019
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Healthy diet
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Later life
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Home environment

Keeping physically
active

Eating a healthy diett

Maintaining social
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The DFN Project SEARCH model

368 (68%) interns
secured paid employment

Average hourly wage 
was £9.78

327 (61%) interns found 
full-time, non-seasonal jobs 
paid at prevailing wage and 
in an integrated workplace.

Interns work on average 
27 hours per week.

DFN Project SEARCH Employment Outcomes class of 
2021/22 (Overall figures) 



89 (72%) interns
secured paid employment

Average hourly wage 
was £9.66

77 (63%) interns found full-
time, non-seasonal jobs paid 
at prevailing wage and in an 
integrated workplace.

Interns work on average 
26 hours per week.

DFN Project SEARCH Employment Outcomes class of 
2021/22 (Scotland) Number of jobs by sector (Scotland)



Number of jobs by role (Scotland) Host Business and External Employers (Scotland)



Hours and wages by countries Weekly working hours by number of jobs (Scotland)



Sites with 100% employment outcome meeting criteria Sites with 70% - 80% employment outcome meeting criteria



Sites with lower than 70% employment outcome meeting criteria Top Tips for 100%



Number of jobs that did not meet criteria (with overlaps, 
Scotland) Protected characteristics  



Outcomes by age group (Scotland)



Employment by age group (Scotland) Historical data – Employment rate by age groups (Scotland)



Wage by age group (Scotland) Wage by age group vs minimum wage (Scotland)



Ethnicity 

Enrolment by ethnic background (Scotland)



disability Enrolment by primary disability (Scotland)



Outcomes by primary disability gender



Enrolment by gender (Scotland) Outcomes by gender (Scotland) 



Summary DFN Project SEARCH Scotland Key findings – 2021-22



Youthh Advisoryy Groupp && 

Alumnii Membership

Youth Advisory Group



Alumni Membership
DFN Project SEARCH App



Pre-Project SEARCH 
Curriculum

The History and Evidence Base of the Curriculum 

•

•

•

•



Who is it for

•

•

•

Sign up now and encourage others to do so 

•
•
•
•
•
•



REVOLUTION
DFN Project SEARCH Annual 

Conference 2023 150+ Current sites





Programmes in Scotland 

April 2024 

 

1. Borders General Hospital, Melrose, Scotland 
2. City of Edinburgh Council, Edinburgh, Scotland 
3. Culzean Castle, South Ayrshire, Scotland 
4. Dumfries and Galloway Council, Scotland, Dumfries, 
5. Forth Valley Royal Hospital & Serco, Larbert, 
6. NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde Royal Infirmary, Glasgow, Scotland 
7. NHS Lanarkshire-University Hairmyres Hospital, East Kilbride, Scotland 
8. NHS Lothian Western General Hospital, Edinburgh 
9. NHS Tayside/ Dundee Health and Social Care Partnership 
10. Renfrewshire Council, Paisley, Scotland 
11. Stirling Highland Hotel 
12. University Hospital Monklands, Airdrie, Scotland 
13. University Hospital Wishaw, Wishaw, Scotland 
14. University Hospital, Crosshouse, Kilmarnock, East 
15. University of Aberdeen, Aberdeen, Aberdeenshire, 
16. University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, Scotland 

On hiatus in 23/24 academic year 

17. Shetland Islands Council, Lerwick, Scotland 
18. West Lothian Council, Livingston, Scotland 

 



       
 
Megan   

Megan started on DFN Project SEARCH 
at Glasgow Royal Infirmary in August 
2019. Megan has a mild learning 
disability and had previously completed a 
Pathways to Employment course at a 
local college.  Before starting DFN 
Project Search, Megan didn’t have a lot 
of confidence and although very capable, 
Megan didn’t always see herself in that 
way.  

Megan’s first rotation was a retail 
assistant with WH Smith and this was the 
first time DFN Project SEARCH had used 
the shop for a rotation.  Megan excelled 
here and was great with both the 
customers in the shop and the patients 
she met when she took the sweet trolley 
around the wards.  Rotation number two 
saw Megan working as a Healthcare Support Worker with the Maternity department, 
working both on the Outpatient clinic and the postnatal ward, helping the new mums 
with their babies.  Megan’s bright and bubbly attitude was regarded positively with the 
department, so much so that Megan stayed with Maternity for her final rotation. This 
time Megan worked alongside the domestic team enabling her to layer on new skills 
as well as consolidate the skills she had already learnt.   

Midway through her final rotation, Megan applied for a domestic position with the NHS 
at Queen Elizabeth University Hospital. She was able to talk about her real-life work 
experience and was coached by the onsite team in interview skills, enabling her to 
show her abilities to the best advantage. This built her confidence, enabling her to 
share all her newfound abilities.  Megan began working in the Children’s Hospital just 
as the country went into lockdown and Megan has adapted and taken the changes in 
her stride.  Although the hospital is quieter with patients, Megan still has lots of tasks 
to do and has quickly proven herself to be a hardworking and committed member of 
staff.   

Megan feels that she is part of a team now and this view is mirrored by her new 
colleagues.  She is happy at work and is glad to have been working during lockdown. 
Megan feels like she is contributing by holding a valued job role that is a vital part of 
the NHS.  Megan has been able to use a lot of the skills she learnt on DFN Project 
SEARCH in her new job, but she has also been taking part in more training, so she is 
constantly building on her skills and knowledge.  Megan’s supervisors are full of praise 
of how well she has done in a short space of time.   The NHS set very high standards 



       
 
of cleanliness and Megan is working to these standards and makes sure that they are 
consistently being met. 

Working for several months now, Megan is really enjoying her new role and is making 
friends within the team.  Megan is more independent; her confidence has increased 
and she feels more mature.  The fact that Megan is now working means that she can 
also help her family out at home… and indulge in her favourite hobby of shopping!  
Megan has also just applied for her driver’s license and she intends to start driving 
lessons as soon as she can.  Megan has worked very hard over the year and everyone 
at DFN Project SEARCH is incredibly proud of how well she has done and what she 
has achieved. 

DFN Project SEARCH is a Transition to work programme that is committed to 
transforming the lives of young people with autism and learning difficulties. DFN 
Project SEARCH work in partnership with the NHS across the UK, supporting young 
people through real life work experience combined with employability training and 
independent life skills. The collaborative approach between the NHS, local authorities, 
colleges and schools and supported employment providers, helps with transition into 
a productive and fulfilling adult life specifically for this marginalised cohort.  

Megan is one of hundreds of young people who through DFN Project SEARCH and 
our partners at the NHS, has developed and grown through the innovative and 
integrated provision. With over 60% of graduates achieving competitively paid 
employment of over 16 hours a week, the figures show that working in a collaborative 
way makes a substantial difference to young people affected by Learning disability 
and Autism. 

For more information about DFN Project SEARCH or to find your nearest DFN Project 
SEARCH programme please visit https://www.dfnprojectsearch.org/  

 

 

https://www.dfnprojectsearch.org/
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