

[image: ]
[image: VIEW logo][image: RNIB logo]
[image: TPT logo in dark blue font with an eye in the P looking up][image: Guide Dogs Logo]

All Things Equal: Improving support for children with vision impairment
“It has been stressful for Alice in education from day one. We’ve had to fight, fight, fight, and I don’t think even the county council, fully back us up sometimes. You feel like you’re hitting your head against a brick wall.” Parent of 22 year old Alice

Summary
· There are 34,000 children and young people in England growing up with a vision impairment (VI), 24,000 of them are under-18. 
· 69% of recently surveyed mainstream / non specialist teachers lack confidence that they have the right skills to support disabled children, including those with a vision impairment
· This lack of confidence is coupled with challenges accessing specialist support in education settings, and cuts in funding to these areas, with availability of services depending on where you live. 
· Children with VI are significantly behind their peers in terms of academic attainment.
· To improve children with vision impairments’ experience and outcomes in education Guide Dogs, Thomas Pocklington Trust, the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) and the professional association for the Vision Impairment Education Workforce (VIEW), are calling for:
· Greater recognition throughout the special educational needs and disability (SEND) system, of low-incidence high needs conditions such as vision impairment.
· Action to tackle the postcode lottery of specialist provision for children and young people with vision impairment.
· Greater prioritisation to be given to the critical role of specialist professionals.  
· Changes to Education, Health and Care Plans should include provision of more anticipatory support to stop a young person from falling behind before they can access support. 
· More funding for local authorities to deliver vital specialist VI services. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk104188601]Equity of post-16 provision so that young people with VI can access specialist support, including habilitation and input from a QTVI in all mainstream settings.  

The population of children with VI
[bookmark: _Hlk101793455]Guide Dogs, Thomas Pocklington Trust and RNIB provide services for children and young people with a vision impairment. Through our work, we encounter children and young people who are not able to access the services and support they need to reach their potential. 80% of our learning is through vision. Sighted children learn about movement, mobility and managing the world around them by watching others. Children with a vision impairment need a little extra support. 
Support in education 
“I’m not doing very well in school generally. I’m not getting any materials in a way I can use. The teachers don’t give me any support in class.” Ellie, 15

Recent research conducted for Guide Dogs shows that 69% of mainstream, non specialist teachers lack confidence that they have the right skills to support disabled children, including those with a vision impairment[footnoteRef:1], to reach their full potential. This lack of confidence is coupled with challenges for families with children with VI to access specialist support in education settings. Due to cuts in funding to specialist support services, availability of these vital services depends on where you live. Children with VI are significantly behind their peers in terms of academic attainment: at the end of Key Stage 4, 48.7% of students with vision impairment as their primary SEN gained GCSE grade 4 or above in English and maths compared to 64.6% of all pupils[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Teacher Tapp survey of 4800 teachers, April 2022]  [2:  DfE (2020) Key stage 4 performance 2019 (revised) Revised statistics on the achievements of pupils at the end of key stage 4 in schools, including pupil characteristics] 


“Right now, I’m trying to make sure her GCSE exam papers are modified to her spec, which is written into her Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP), and it’s only because I’m pushing back to the VI unit that it’s happening” Mother of 15 year old August 
SEND Review: Right support Right place Right time
The government is seeking views on proposals to improve support for children with SEND in England. We’re asking the government to build on the proposals in the Green Paper in a range of areas. Specifically, we believe: 
1. There needs to be greater recognition throughout the system, of low-incidence high needs conditions such as  vision impairment. 
We cautiously welcome the creation of national standards if they bring consistency to the provision of services. National standards already exist in law under the Children and Families Act (2014), raising the question whether the proposed standards will be given the same legal weighting or will be ‘best practice’ and harder to enforce. If standards are to be enforced, there needs to clarity about which body schools will be accountable to.

It is critical that these standards and plans are considerate of low incidence, high needs conditions such as vision impairment. These conditions are frequently deprioritised in favour of higher incidence conditions, resulting in a struggle to access the type of support they need. Teachers told us they believe just 13% children in their school were always able to access the services and support they need to reach their full potential[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Teacher Tapp survey of 4800 teachers, April 2022] 


It is key VI specialists, including QTVIs, are involved in the development of any standards for children and young people with VI. We recommend the standards are also informed by the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young people with Vision Impairment (CFVI), which clarifies and defines the elements of specialist skill development, interventions and best practice support that are considered to be essential for children and young people with VI (see below). 

2. The postcode lottery of specialist provision for children and young people with vision impairment needs to be tackled

Across England, differences in provision and resource availability mean children and young people face a postcode lottery for the specialist support they need to participate in education and access all the opportunities childhood has to offer.

RNIB, the professional association for the Vision Impairment Education Workforce (VIEW), Vision Impairment Centre for Teaching and Research (VICTAR) at University of Birmingham and Thomas Pocklington Trust have developed a Curriculum Framework for Children and Young people with Vision Impairment (CFVI). The CFVI has been developed to support children and young people with vision impairment access an appropriate and equitable education. 

To ensure the framework reaches every child with VI in England we recommend the Department for Education endorses it, through measures such as receiving statutory status.

3. Greater prioritisation needs to be given to the critical role of specialist professionals.  
We are concerned that the SEND review pays little attention to low incidence SEND, including sensory impairment, and fails to include the roles and responsibilities of the local authority VI specialist education services which play a crucial role in the development and education of blind and partially sighted learners.

Low incidence of VI means that most mainstream teachers or SENCOs will have relatively few opportunities to develop or maintain expertise on vision impairment. Children with VI therefore need direct, high quality specialist support. A recent survey found that 85% of mainstream, non specialist teachers said that working with specialist professionals would make them more confident in teaching a child with a vision impairment[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Teacher Tapp survey of 4800 teachers, April 2022] 


Access to specialist professionals such as Qualified Teachers of the Vision Impaired (QTVIs) and Habilitation specialists is currently widely variable and we don’t believe the SEND Review addresses this issue. Last year almost two thirds of local authorities in England reported a decrease or freeze in full time specialist VI teachers.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Bhangoo, 2022. Still left out of learning: Education provision for children and young people with vision impairment in England, RNIB 2021. Available from https://www.rnib.org.uk/left-out-learning 
] 


While we welcome the Government’s commitment to increase the capacity of the specialist workforce, it's essential this includes action to boost the numbers of Qualified Teachers Vision Impairment (QTVIs) and Qualified Habilitation Specialists. We believe access to specialist VI professionals should also be included in the planned new SEND standards as we consider them to be a reasonable adjustments for children and young people with a vision impairment.

4. Changes to support around Education, Health and Care Plans should include provision of more anticipatory support to stop a young person from falling behind before they can access support. 
We welcome the government’s intention to create simplified and standardised Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs), as we know this system is fraught with frustrations. At times, an EHCP is the only way of securing the support a child or young person with a vision impairment needs at school. The current system forces a young person to demonstrate that they have fallen behind, even though many of their needs were predictable and could have been supported far earlier. 
The government is intending to publish best practice guidance around reasonable adjustments for some children, and we hope they take this opportunity to provide clarity on schools’ duties under the Equality Act, reducing the need for pupils to have an EHCP where possible.

If the Government moves towards the digitisation of EHCPs it is vital that these are accessible for children, young people and parents with a vision impairment. 

5. There needs to be more funding for local authorities to deliver vital specialist VI services. 
We are concerned the proposed national banding system could restrict access to support. The support children and young people with VI need varies greatly and must be assessed and based on individual needs, as set out out in the Children and Families Act 2014.
It is also vital the proposed local inclusion plans include adequate and protected high needs funding for local authorities to deliver and appropriately staff specialist VI education services. RNIB’s research found that more than three quarters of local authorities have had budgets for specialist VI education support cut, or frozen, in the past four years.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Bhangoo, 2022. Still left out of learning: Education provision for children and young people with vision impairment in England, RNIB 2021. Available from https://www.rnib.org.uk/left-out-learning 
] 

6. There needs to be equity of post-16 provision so that young people with VI can access specialist support in all mainstream settings  
Specialist provision across England for post-16 support is different between and within local authorities. Local authorities each have their own policies for providing support to mainstream and six form colleges. There are situations in which a local authority will provide sensory impairment services to a student studying at a sixth form, but a college would need to buy in the support. 
One local authority has shared that they are aware of students that have consciously made the decision not to pursue a technical qualification and to go down an academic route in sixth form college so that they can access support. 
We have also heard of complicated situations in which a college is charged for a service, to then only bill the local authority again for that support. 
The impact is that students are going to mainstream college and not receiving the support they require, as there is no specialist knowledge of vision impairment. Thomas Pocklington Trusts recent report ‘Technology and Accessibility in College’[footnoteRef:7], demonstrates that staff lack the expertise and knowledge required to support students effectively. [7: Technology and accessibility in further education (TPT 2021)
 https://www.pocklington-trust.org.uk/student-support/professionals/technology-and-accessibility-in-fe-research/] 

The problem facing children and young people with a vision impairment
“I could be getting way better grades, and I know I’m not doing as well as I definitely could be.” Jane, aged 15

Children and young people with a vision impairment tell us they want to grow up enjoying the same opportunities as their classmates.Too often, the education system lets these young people down, as they struggle to access the support they need. We know the impact of this can be far-reaching. Just one in four working age adults with a visual impairment are in employment. In our 2020 research, we asked parents to rate measures that would improve their quality of their child’s life. The top three were; improvements in the attitudes and understanding of vision impairment by education staff, availability of specialist equipment and access to a specialised education.

What you can do to help
We ask parliamentarians to write to the Education Minister in support of our key recommendations in relation to the SEND Review: 
1. There needs to be greater recognition throughout the system, of low-incidence high needs conditions such as vision impairment. 
2. The postcode lottery of specialist provision for children and young people with vision impairment needs to be tackled.
3. Greater prioritisation needs to be given to the critical role of specialist professionals.  
4. Changes to Education, Health and Care Plans should include provision of more anticipatory support to stop a young person from falling behind before they can access support. 
5. The Governent must provide more funding for local authorities to deliver vital specialist VI services.
6. There needs to be equity of post-16 provison so that young people with VI can access specialist support, including habilitation and input from a QTVI, in all mainstream settings.

In addition, we would be delighted to have a more in-depth conversation about our policy positions and arrange for politicians to hear more from young people about their experiences. We can also supply further briefings and potential subjects for questions. 

For information on habilitation support, please contact helen.honstvet@guidedogs.org.uk. 

For information on specialist VI teachers, please contact roisin.jacklin@rnib.org.uk

For information on post-16 provision, please contact krupali.parshotam@pocklington-trust.org.uk 
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Guide Dogs is a working name of The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association. 
Registered Office: Hillfields, Burghfield Common, Reading, Berkshire, RG7 3YG. 
A company limited by guarantee registered in England and Wales (291646) and a charity registered in England and Wales (209617) and Scotland (SC038979).
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