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This is a joint response from Thomas Pocklington Trust and RNIB (Royal National Institute of Blind People). 
What the Department for Education’s priorities should be for the next Spending Review period as they relate to schools and colleges
We welcome the opportunity to respond to the call for evidence for the school and college funding inquiry. 
1.0 Introduction: Children and young people with vision impairment
1.1 Children and young people with vision impairment and their families face very specific challenges, which require tailored and specialist support.
1.2 Children and young people with vision impairment have the same potential to learn, achieve and thrive as their fully sighted peers. We believe that the right support and tools must be in place. Without which the risk of the child not fulfilling their potential, being placed at a serious disadvantage when reaching adulthood should not be underestimated. 
1.3 There are around 34,500 children and young people under the age of 26 living in England with vision impairment, making it a low incidence special educational need and disability (LISEND) [1]. 
1.4 This is such a low prevalence rate that teachers and teaching assistants (TAs) may only come across one child with vision impairment in their career, and will not know in which way they can most effectively support the child. The make up of children with vision impairment is diverse and complex, only a small proportion are severely sight impaired, their level of sight and the support required will greatly vary. No one child’s experience of sight loss is the same.  
1.5 It is therefore extremely unlikely that general local authority teams, mainstream schools and other providers will have sufficient in-house knowledge and experience required to meet the needs of children and young people with vision impairment. 
1.6 “When I told them my eyesight was getting worse, it was a case of ‘well what do you want us to do about it?’. They weren’t giving me any options of what they can offer. I have got no idea, I am just as new to it as anyone else… I had no idea of what to do when your eyesight changes or anything…” [2].
Thomas Pocklington Trust and RNIB are calling for 
i) High Needs Funding guidance to be tightened, and expanded to set how it should be spent to provide central specialist services for children and young people, to ensure that they are supported by a specialist Qualified Teacher of Vision Impairment (QTVI) and habilitation specialists.
ii) For there to be review of Government SEND allocation to support children and young with high needs, low incidence disabilities, including vision impairment, to ensure that there is adequate allocation of funds. 
2. Children and young people with vision impairment 
2.1 Children with vision impairment are at risk of poor outcomes across a range of emotional and social wellbeing indicators [3]. Vision impairment affects social communication and the development of social relationships. A lower quality of life has been reported in children with vision impairment compared with their sighted peers [4].
2.2 It is not just the academic skill sets that must be supported, other elements are as important, including mobility and orientation training, independence skills (making a cup of tea and carrying out everyday tasks), and involvement  in extra curricular activities. 
2.3 Education is a journey that is there to equip children and young people to move on to further education, apprenticeships or into the work place. Evidence shows that many young people with vision impairment once they reach 16 are not equipped for their transition on to the next stage. A disproportionate number go on to be NEETs, or are left ‘churning’ in education, repeating or moving onto courses that are the same level [2]. Recent secondary data analysis of the labour force survey suggests that 44.4 per cent of 16-25 year olds with visual impairment are NEET, compared to 22.7 per cent of the same age in the general population [5].
2.4 This is the start of the story, overall employment rates for people with visual impairment remains persistently low, at just 30 per cent for adults registered with sight impairment, compared to 75 per cent of the working age population [6]. 
3. Specialist support
3.1 Effective provision for children and young people can only be delivered with the expert support and input of specially trained professionals. Vision impairment has the potential to have an adverse impact on a child’s learning and development, unless additional measures are put in place to support the child.
3.2 Specialist teams are made up of Qualified Teachers of Vision Impairment (QTVIs), teaching assistants, mobility and independence officers, also known as registered qualified habilitation specialists (RQHS), and Information Communication and Technology (ICT) officers. 
QTVIs
3.3 QTVIs have a central role, and are involved throughout the child’s progress from birth to 25. They are qualified teachers that hold a specialist mandatory qualification, the importance of which is recognised by the Department for Education SEND Code of Practice (6.61). 
3.4 They are instrumental in the assessment process and the development of Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCP). Other responsibilities include ensuring that SEND and EHCPs identify the right support and provision that will support the child or young person to meet their goals. They provide training and support to teachers and TAs, work with everyone at key transition periods to ensure that the best support is in place, and identify the right equipment and resources.  
Habilitation specialists
3.5 A registered qualified habilitation specialist (RQHS) teaches children and young people how to move around more independently and how to do practical everyday tasks for themselves. Habilitation training aims to maximise the personal independence of children and young people with vision impairment, including those with additional needs, so they are ready for life as a young adult.
3.6 All children and young people with vision impairment should receive an initial assessment of their mobility and independence needs carried out by an RQHS. Habilitation specialists can support a child or young person with vision impairment in the age range 0-19 and up to 25 [7].
4. Funding of provision for children and young people with vision impairment
4.1 Given the strong case for the need of specialist support for children and young people with vision impairment and their families, we are extremely concerned they are systemically being let down and not receiving the support that they require and are entitled to. 
4.2 Thomas Pocklington Trust and RNIB believe that a spending priority must be to ensure that local authorities and schools across England are adequately resourced to provide the specialist provision that children and young people need. 
4.3 An annual Freedom of Information request has shown that there continues to be a squeeze on sensory support services. The most recent findings show that:
· Around one in five local authorities has reduced vision impairment service support in the previous 12 months, citing a lack of capacity or staff as the reason for this. This is set against a significant increase in the number of children with vision impairment (2016 to 2017).
· Just over 2,000 (2,062) TAs supporting pupils with vision impairment were identified, which is 700 fewer than recorded in 2015. Most of these TAs were employed directly by schools.
· Three in ten local authorities were in the process of reviewing, or planning to review, the vision impairment service with the expectation that this would lead to changes [8].
[bookmark: _ftnref3]4.4 Research conducted by Blind Children UK in 2016 found that the provision of habilitation support across England is inconsistent. Only 17 per cent of children with sight loss received habilitation in the six months covered by the research. This varied considerably across local authorities providing habilitation to 64 per cent of their local population of children with sight loss to as shockingly little as 2 per cent [9]. Interviews with council officials revealed reoccurring themes of tightened budgets and lack of resources that meant that even a small increase in demand for habilitation meant they were not able to deliver support. One local authority was quoted as 
“There is a difference though between what we are obliged to do, which we are able to do, and what we would like to do.”(Borough Council) [9] 
4.4 We are aware that a number of local authorities have or are in the process of consulting on ‘cuts’ that will have a detrimental impact on children and young people with vision impairment. Citing financial pressures exacerbated by changes to High Needs Funding (HNF), and the restriction of not being able to ‘top up’ this pot of money from other squeezed budgets. 
4.5 Our understanding of HNF is that it is given directly to local authorities to support pupils with complex needs. It is then up to each local authority to decide how funding will be allocated to schools including academies, and that it should be used to ‘top up’ any provision costing over £6000 for a student from the notional SEND budget. 
4.6 We welcome Government guidance that acknowledges that HNF may be used to fund specialist support for pupils with sensory impairments. This is in recognition that children with sensory impairments are a low incidence - high need group, and require specialist support that schools and generalist local authority teams cannot provide. However, given the evidence of dwindling services we do not think that the guidance goes far enough.   
Thomas Pocklington Trust and RNIB are calling for 
i) HNF guidance to be tightened, and expanded, to set out how it should be spent to provide central specialist services for children and young people, to ensure that they are supported by a specialist QTVI and habilitation specialists.
ii) For there to be review of Government SEND allocation to support children and young with high needs, low incidence disabilities, including vision impairment, to ensure that there is adequate allocation of funds. 
4.7 Both Thomas Pocklington Trust and RNIB are collecting and collating evidence on the positive experiences, and the challenges and issues faced by children and young people with vision impairment and their families. We would be delighted to meet with the committee to present further evidence.
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About Thomas Pocklington Trust
Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) is a registered charity which offers people who are blind or partially sighted the support they require to lead an independent life. We are committed to increasing awareness and understanding of the needs of people with sight loss and to developing and implementing services which meet their needs.
About RNIB
Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) promotes the interests of blind and partially sighted people and those at risk of sight loss, across the UK. We are led by a trustee board with over 80% blind and partially sighted people.  Over 33,000 people are part of RNIB Connect community, the vast majority of whom have sight loss. Our ambition is to change the world for those living with, and at risk of, sight loss. We take action to prevent avoidable sight loss, provide support and services to enable independence and campaign to create a fully inclusive society.
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