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Hello and welcome to our step by step guides to living  
with disabilities.
This e-book series was created following our realisation that the most inspiring and practical way 
to communicate advice and information is through the voices and stories of the people whose 
lives have been touched by disability.

Each edition contains a new chapter covering a broad range of topics including independent 
living, assistive technology, supported living, enablement and many more that we hope you will 
find useful and informative. The voices and experiences that you read in the chapters have been 
compiled by our staff from a series of face to face interviews and telephone conversations.

About Henshaws
Henshaws is a specialist charity providing expert support, advice and training to anyone affected 
by sight loss. We also work with people with a range of learning difficulties, disabilities and 
complex needs, and because sight loss and disability affects family, friends and colleagues,  
we work with them too. 

At Henshaws we believe that living with a disability shouldn’t mean that you have less right to an 
independent, happy and fulfilling life and future. Through our knowledgeable and caring staff, 
we provide support and training for people of all ages with a range of disabilities to enable and 
empower them to reach their full potential.

As a charity we rely on the generous support from voluntary donations to support people 
affected by visual impairment and other disabilities, so we would be grateful for any donation  
you could give so we can continue to provide our life-changing services.
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Supporting your child to maintain 
skills for independent living
Story by Kate Simpson, mum to Tess

Chapter 1



Young people with disabilities come to specialist colleges like Henshaws to learn skills 
to help them live more independent lives. Through flexible learning programmes, 
students are supported to develop their independence, employability, personal and 
social skills. Colleges provide expert staff and tailored facilities to create the ideal 
conditions for learning. But what happens when young people return home during 
evenings, weekends or holidays? And how can parents and carers ensure that the 
new skills their children have learnt are carried forward into their future?
In this e-book we hear from Kate Simpson, mum to Tess, about her top tips for 
supporting your child to maintain skills for independent living.

It is very difficult not to feel overprotective of your own son or daughter.  
However when they have disabilities, it can be even harder.
My name is Kate and I have a daughter Tess, 20, who is in her second year at 
Henshaws College in Harrogate. Tess has autism which affects her behaviour and 
means her verbal communication is limited. A benign tumour in her brain causes a 
visual impairment. We live in Leeds so Tess travels in each day by bus.
Since starting at College in September 2013, I have seen a huge improvement in  
Tess’s ability to be more independent. I am convinced that a key part of this success  
is because we have worked closely with staff to ensure that all the great progress  
which she achieves in College is not lost when she is at home.
Within this e-book I want to share my top 10 tips for supporting independent living.
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When Tess reached sixth form, we realised that she didn’t 
have access to the activities and facilities she needed 
to learn, and she started to become bored. She began a 
placement one day a week at College. She was thrilled 
with it, and especially enjoyed her gardening and pottery 
sessions. It was different to other placements she went to, 
where they learnt to lay tables or fold napkins – activities 
which were meaningless for Tess. Whenever she came 
back from a day at College she was just different. She 
had a little sparkle. My advice to parents considering a 
specialist further education place for your child is to go 
with your gut instinct. It was the way that students are 
valued at Henshaws which struck me instantly. I could 
see that everyone was equal and treated as an individual. 
Students were learning through activities which motivated 
them because they were enjoyable, but they were also 
being challenged to achieve. 

.take time 
to choose 
the right 
college
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One of the greatest things that has come out of College for Tess is her increased 
independence in daily life. Her learning programme focuses on everyday skills like 
cooking, cleaning and shopping which we reinforce at home. To see her making her 
own cheese on toast in our kitchen is just brilliant. It takes her ages and the butter 
doesn’t go right to the edges but none of that matters as it’s something she can do 
by herself, for herself. If she spills something at home, she will mop it up herself. 

She also empties the dishwasher and she’ll get the dustpan and brush out to clean 
up. Sometimes she does put dirty cups in the cupboard, or she will not quite dry 
things properly but she is building on and practising her skills every day. Her 
confidence has grown phenomenally through doing this.

I feel really strongly that if your child is learning skills at college then there is no 
point in them coming home only for their parents to do everything for them. 
Eventually we hope that Tess will be able to move into Supported Living so it’s our 
responsibility to keep her skills up as it’s in her best interests for the future.

.ensure the skills learnt at   
  college are used at home
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There’s nothing wrong with setting a time to practise specific activities. Try to stand 
back and encourage your child to follow through with the task. For example, Tess 
always has cheese on toast for her lunch on Saturdays which she is now able to make 
herself. It’s a Saturday afternoon so it doesn’t matter to me how long it takes! If you 
know they have learnt a new skill that day at college, then practise it at home soon 
afterwards to help maintain it.

Learning a new skill for independence can be a long process 
and you may instinctively want to step in and help. However, 
even if progress is slow it’s really important to give your 
child space to build on their new skills. Don’t force them 
to take part in an activity which they are not engaging in. 
Sometimes I will put out all the equipment or ingredients 
and leave Tess to it. She might walk around the kitchen 
twenty times before she settles down to the activity but 
usually she will eventually get started.

.make time to practise

.be patient 
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If you can spend time at your child’s school or college it gives you a 
chance to see what they are learning and how staff are supporting 
them. I’ve been in to a few sessions with Tess and there’s nothing 
nicer than seeing her in her element in her world.

Try to maintain continual and clear communication with school or 
college. Use a communication book to record what your child has done 
at the weekend or during evenings, and log any new skills or behaviours. 
Staff at school or college can then add to this to feedback on progress 
and suggest skills for your child to practise at home. Tess can’t always 
tell me what she’s done but her communication book ensures that I 
keep up to date.

.visit their learning environment 

.maintain two-way communication  
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Assistive technology from iPads to 
ACCESS: YouTube can be a great tool 
for learning and practising new skills. 
Technology has given Tessa a totally new 
lease of life. Watching her navigate her way 
from one thing to another is tremendous. 
It means I can be in the kitchen getting 
dinner ready and she can sit at the table 
and use the computer so she’s in the room 
and feels part of family life.

.embrace new technology
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The skills we teach as part of the independence curriculum are transferable into students’ daily lives. 
We work on developing everyday skills such as cooking, shopping and cleaning. Our aim is to really push 
and challenge our students to enable them to reach their full potential. We also like to work closely 
with parents to ensure these skills aren’t lost when students go home – for example by sharing their 
achievements and providing a step by step breakdown of how students can cook a certain recipe  
so they can continue practising at home. Working with parents and supporting staff is  
key to ensuring a successful transition and preparing our students for life after College.

Nicola Davis, Independence Programme Leader, Henshaws College

“ 

”

Make it clear to staff that if something has happened, you need to know about it that day so you 
can deal with it as soon as possible. For example, Tess has a particular behavioural OCD which 
can lead to her collecting pens from offices or removing stickers from equipment. College 
have developed a behavioural support plan to help manage this behaviour. For this to work we 
keep up clear communication between home and college so I can support the plan. I’m very 
clear with Tess that her behaviour has consequences so she knows that if it happens we won’t 
go shopping on Saturday, which is one of her favourite activities. She needs to understand that 
behaviours at College have consequences at home too so this helps to keep things consistent.

.help to manage behaviour 
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College is a very safe and social environment but the transition to home can sometimes lead 
to a loss in confidence or isolation. It’s important to make the most of communication tools 
to make sure your child can make themselves understood as much as possible both within 
the family and when you’re out and about. Tess’s speech has improved immensely during 
her time at College so she will now use language with extended family members to ask for 
a drink or explain what she wants to do. We continue to encourage her to do this and to 
develop her skills through regular trips out and speaking to different people.

Progress can be very slow and is not necessarily measurable on paper so it’s important 
to celebrate the small achievements which can make a big difference to everyday life. 
Sometimes when you are living with someone and seeing them day to day you don’t 
always realise how small changes are making an impact. I always ask myself, is Tess 
happy in her skin? Is she communicating with people? Is she confident in what she 
is doing? All of these things are cause for celebration so make sure you take time to 
notice them.

.encourage social communication 

.celebrate achievements  
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Henshaws Specialist College in Harrogate is a transformational place.  
Through our personalised approach to education, learning and care we 
empower young people aged 16-25 living with a disability to progress and 
live life the way they want. If you’re interested in finding out more, please 
book a visit using our online enquiry form or get in touch on 01423 886451  
or email admissions@henshaws.org.uk

We hope you enjoyed this chapter of our Guide to Living with Disabilities eBook series!  
Our series combines the expertise of Henshaws staff with the voices and stories  
of people whose lives are affected by disability. Check out the rest of our  
series, which covers shopping and cooking tips for visually impaired young  
people, mobility and travel training, digital accessibility for disabled people,  
and the positive impacts of creative art projects.  
https://www.henshaws.org.uk/e-book/

Have you visited our Knowledge Village yet? Explore our e-book and  
video library and learn about everything from products and technology, 
to our useful Life Hacks.  
henshaws.org.uk/knowledge-village | 0300 222 5555 | info@henshaws.org.uk
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