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Guide Dogs 
20 Thanet Street
London WC1H 9QL
publicaffairs@guidedogs.org.uk

Gavin Williamson MP 
Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Children and Families
Department for Education
20 Great Smith St
Westminster
London SW1P 3BT


23rd November 2020
Dear Secretary of State, 

The need to increase habilitation support for children and young people with vision impairment

For children and young people (CYP) with a vision impairment, specialist training and support – known as “habilitation” - can be crucial to ensure they can gain the skills they need to move around independently. A child who can see will typically learn through watching and imitating, but a child with a vision impairment instead needs to learn strategies to acquire everyday skills. Habilitation teaches these strategies and includes mobility, auditory, navigation and independent living skills. Its importance is recognised in the SEND Code of Practice. 

Concerningly, research undertaken by Guide Dogs and Thomas Pocklington Trust (“Making Childhood Equal” - enclosed) in Spring 2019 showed that large numbers of children and young people with sight loss in England prior to the Covid-19 pandemic were not accessing habilitation support, meaning many were being prevented from reaching their full potential. 

This is an issue that has become even more pronounced since March 2020 as much habilitation support has been on hold. Whilst there has been a necessary focus on the practical safety of pupils returning to school, as social distancing continues, it is important the emphasis shifts from simply helping students with sight loss to access educational support, to ensuring that students are supported to reach their full potential in this difficult context. 

Making Childhood Equal found significant gaps and inconsistencies in habilitation provision in England, resulting in varying support levels depending on where the child lives, their age and how the child is referred to support. The research found: 

· A lack of uniformity in service levels across the country leading to a postcode lottery: for example one local authority provided habilitation to nearly half (47%) of CYP with a vision impairment in their area, compared to another who provided it to just 3%. 
· A lack of uniformity in eligibility criteria to access habilitation, with some having very restrictive eligibility criteria in place: for example 8% of local authorities required an Education Health and Care Plan, but the vast majority (80%) of CYP with a vision impairment do not have an EHCP. 
· A drop off in habilitation support for young people over 16, despite the SEND Code of Practice recognising the need for this support through to university and postgraduate study

Guide Dogs and Thomas Pocklington Trust would be delighted to meet with you or a member of your team to discuss the findings and best steps to ensure that every child has equal opportunity and receives the support they are entitled to. Some key steps we would recommend to ensure this happens are: 

1. To strengthen the SEND Code of Practice so that there is a clear duty for all local authorities to assess and provide ongoing habilitation support for all children and young people with vision impairment when they require it
2. To review and endorse the Quality Standards Delivery of Habilitation Training for CYP with Visual Impairment
3. To make funding for low incidence high need services available through the Higher Needs Funding Allocation

Urgent action is needed to ensure that every CYP with a vision impairment who needs habilitation support receives it – at whatever stage in their development they are. Investing in CYP with a vision impairment by ensuring they have access to habilitation services means that they will be given the skills and confidence they need to succeed in their education and progress into adulthood. We have shared these findings with Habilitation VI UK, NatSIP and Visionary who share our concerns and support these recommendations. 

We look forward to your response and please do contact us with any questions or for further information at publicaffairs@guidedogs.org.uk.

Yours sincerely


Tom Wright 
CEO Guide Dogs


 

Charles Colquhoun 
CEO Thomas Pocklington Trust 
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