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Introduction

In 2009 RNIB commissioned the National Centre for Social Research (NatCen) to carry out detailed analysis of government statistics relating to the educational performance of blind and partially sighted pupils in the UK. According to published government statistics pupils with visual impairment as their primary special educational need (SEN) do better at GCSE in comparison with other groups of pupils with SEN, but considerably less well than pupils with no SEN. 
The aim of this research was to look behind the official statistics to find out whether blind and partially sighted pupils still do less well at GCSE in comparison with pupils without special educational needs – when factors such as having an additional SEN, social disadvantage, ethnicity, gender, area in which pupils live and type of school attended are taken into account.

This research briefing gives the findings for Scotland for school leavers with and without Additional Support Needs (ASN).

Method 

NatCen analysed data from the Scottish Annual Pupil Census (SAPC), which was linked to attainment data recorded for school leavers by the Scottish Qualification Authority (SQA). The data related to school leavers in from local authority and grant-aided schools in Scotland in 2007. Pupils were divided into the following groups:

· pupils with no ASN ("No ASN")

· pupils with a visual impairment, including those with another ASN ("VI")

· all other pupils with ASN ("Other ASN").
Key messages from the research

· Compared with leavers with no ASN, school leavers with a visual impairment were more likely to live in large urban areas: 

· 45 per cent of pupils with "VI", 35 per cent with "no ASN" and 32 per cent with "Other ASN" lived in large urban areas.
· Compared with leavers with "Other ASN" school leavers with a visual impairment were less likely to live in areas of higher deprivation:

· 44 per cent with "VI", 41 per cent with "no ASN" and 53 per cent with "Other ASN" lived in the most deprived areas of the country.
· School leavers with a visual impairment were particularly likely to have attended special schools. The proportions who had attended special schools were:

· 48 per cent "VI"

· 22 per cent "Other ASN"

· None with "No ASN".
· Approximately half (49 per cent) of Scotland’s school leavers with visual impairment were disabled, compared with a quarter (24 per cent) of leavers with other ASN.  Very few leavers without ASN were identified as disabled. 

· School leavers with visual impairment performed, on average, less well than leavers without ASN and only slightly better than leavers with other ASN. The proportions that achieved 5 or more Standard Credit Grades (SCQF 5) were:

· 13 per cent "VI"

· 8 per cent "Other ASN"

· 50 per cent "No ASN".
· Several factors were found to affect the educational attainment of pupils with a visual impairment. These were having ASN (including visual impairment), being male, being disabled, attending a special school, attending a school with a higher percentage of leavers eligible for free school meals, and living in a deprived area.
· This research has helped us to get a better understanding of the factors that affect the educational attainment of pupils with visual impairment. However, the research was unable to tell us whether there is any difference in attainment between pupils who are blind compared with those who are partially sighted. The research was also unable to tell us whether there is any difference in attainment between pupils with a visual impairment only and those with another ASN in addition to their visual impairment. While we now know that having a visual impairment reduces a pupil's chances of doing well at SCQF we don't yet know the reasons why.
In summary 

· This research has helped us to "unpick" the national government's statistics on pupil attainment and we now have a better understanding of some of the factors that affect the educational attainment of blind and partially sighted pupils.

· School leavers in Scotland with a visual impairment are more likely than pupils with no additional support needs (ASN) to attend special schools. 

· At SCQF5, school leavers with no ASN were found to do best, followed by leavers with visual impairment, with leavers with other ASN doing least well.

· Further research is needed to explore other factors related to the educational attainment of blind and partially sighted pupils, such as the severity of sight loss and the effect of other types of additional support needs.

For more information visit rnib.org.uk/aboutus/Research/
© RNIB March 2010

Registered charity number 226227
