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Self-Employed Yet? Yes!

ALAN MARTIN

Email: mouse_on_the_move@btinternet.com T: 0151 677 7631

A couple of yearsago, | gave a presenta-
tion at the Communication Matters
Nationd Symposium, entitled 'Employed,
Sdf Employed, Unemployed? Many peo-
ple said to me afterwards that it was very
interesting but a bit depressing. | agree, it
was, and it was because, after trying to be-
come an employee or a sdf employed
person for years, the barriers to coming
off wefare benefits and making the big
leap appeared insurmountable. | am very
glad to say that the balance has tipped
aufficiently now for me to have made the
leap and become sdf employed from 1
March 2004. This is because the govern-
ment seems to be gtarting to recognise the
barriers to people like me trying to work.
I'd like to think that | played a small part
in this by giving detailed breakdowns of
my living expenses, and the sysems which
stopped me working, to government min-
igersresponsble for employment polides.
| ill know that | am running a big risk,
and won't know how successful | am for a
year or two, but | fed that | am now truly
testing the system.

In January 2004, | attended a conference
a RAD A, the Royd Academy for Dramatic
Art, in London, on 'Disability, Employment
and Training'. The conference was excit-
ing and informative, and many eminent
actors, TV and film producers were there,
as well as the principles of leading dance
and drama academies, A result of the Dis
ability Discrimination Act is that from
2004, al such educational establishments
will have to be accessible to sudents with
disabilities. Delegates were saying that
they agreed with this, but many had never
had an gppli cation from a disabled sudent.
The conclusion was that disabled role
mode s were needed to give children the
vison that whatever disability they may
have, this should not bar them from be-
coming actors or dancers. Very few such
positive disabled role models exist. |
thought, "thisiswhat I've been doing now
already, for expenses only, for years."

| was not a presenter at this conference,
but | think everyone there will remember
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me, partly because | was the only person
usng AAC there, and aso because an-
other delegate on the third tier of the
bal cony, in the conference hall, lost con-
centration for amoment, and let her large
and heavy delegate pack fall onto the
members below. As luck would have it, |
was the one chosen to have it dropped on
me, and athough shaken, was not injured,
nor was my communication aid, thank
goodness! | just shouted alot. This gave
me a chance to get mysdf heard, and tell
them dl about mysdf and my work. I've sent
avideo of some of my work to arep from
theBBC.

When | got back home from London, | de-
cided not to waste any more time, but to
actually do what 1'd been thinking of for
years

| attended an interview with a disability
employment advisor a my local job cen-
tre. 1I'd done this two years earlier, but
things went much better this time. She
advised me about dl the help that was
available to people with disahilities com-
ing off income support. | had not known
about tax credits, and | thought 'Access
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to Work' had ended. She even told me
about a scheme where | could test trade
for dx months without losing any benefits,
aslong as| didn't spend any of my profits
in those sx months. | left my interview
feding very optimigtic, and Sarted to let
friends know what | planned to do. The
grapevine mugt have been buzzing be-
cause offers of work came pouring in at
an embarrassng speed, and so | decided
to forget the trial trading period and just
go for it straight away. | am ill having
lots of form filling and adminigtretive Stuff
to contend with but | hope thiswill lessen
as| get things established.

Don't get the impression that this will be
easy, | am under no illusions about it. To
be successful | need many things to come
together, which will need lots of planning.
My equipment isdl essentid. My commu-
nication aid, dectric whed chair, van, and
computer must all be in good order, and
my personal assistants have to be very
dependable.

Abovedl, my own hedthiscrudd. | know |
must build in rest periods but I'm so exdted
about al thisthat | find it hard to sop. My
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officeisdsomy living room, o evary minute
at home is spent planning, preparing and
doing the books.

Many people who have atended the CM
National Symposiums over the past six
yearswill know me | waslucky to be given
the Didinguished AAC User Award one
year, and | gave a dance workshop another
year. | have given a presentation on Facili-
tated Communication training with
Marion Stanton, aswell as giving presen-
tations on employment.

These opportunities at CM contributed to
building up my confidence and experience
As wel as presenting at CM, | have done
work for numerous cther organisations. |
have given speeches at many conferences
around the country, staged dance work-
shops a many schools and performed my
music and dance at severa public events.

My current CV is seven shedts long. I'm
working on shortening it but haven't space
hereto tel you al that | have done. If you
want to see my CV, look out for my new
web site which should belive soon.

So, my work has many strands, but al are
about improving the perception and indu-
gon of peoplewith disabilities My primary
serviceisto give fully inclusive dance
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workshops at the premises of my dients.
These can be 'one off or a series of ses-
sons. | believe that everyone can dance,
maybe 'dancing differently’, but gill danc-
ing. | sometimes use Soundbeam, when
warking with people with very limited move-
ments | bdievethat I'm theonly AAC using
dance workshop leader in this country.

Aswdl asworkshops, | give performances
of my own dancing, usually to music
which | write for mysdf on the computer.
So far this year, | will be performing in
Kendd, Wirrd, Warrington, Yark, Bromley,
Clapham common, and Liverpod at art
galleries, festivals, and in Colourscape.

When | am nat working with dance, | will
give presentations on request on a vari-
ety of subjects: independent living,
educational inclusion, communication
rights and disability equality issues. | can
also facilitate smaller groups, for exam-
ple, in schoolsin discussion related to my
life experiences.

| have aready been approached to give
written reports on disability access issues.
| can't call these 'access audits as I'm not
aqualified architect. However, | so often
visit so called 'accessible premises which
had used 'expert’ advice to make the place

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.software-partners.co.uk

more accessble, but had not consulted a
whed chair user or person with a sensory
impairment. They get it wrong so very of-
ten. For example, I've seen Braille signs
above doorways; lifts costing millions,
where you have to be able to whed sde
ways to get out; glass doors, wide and very
attractive, but aso too heavy to push open
from a whedchair; and external lifts on
buildings open to the eements. | could go
on! My reports should be used to comple
ment, not ingtead of, a proper access audit,
and hopefully prevent expensive mistakes.

Organisations wishing to use me will need
to get in touch well in advance as my di-
ary is quickly filling up. 1 am willing to
work anywherein the country, but if more
than atwo hour drive from the Wirrd, (that
is doseto Liverpool) | will need overnight
accommodation for mysdf and my PA.

| am redlly looking forward to the future
now. Obvioudy, as well as changing peo-
ple's perceptions of what people with
disabilities can do, | will be showing what
a difference having a communication aid
can maketo aperson'slife. | didn't get my
first aid until 1 was 31.1 wouldn't be doing
what | am now without it. *

Alan Martin, Mouse on the Move
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