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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, 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 blind and partially sighted pupils still do less well at GCSE in comparison with pupils without special educational needs. This research briefing gives the findings for Wales.
Method 

NatCen analysed data from the National Pupil Datasets (NPDs) provided by the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG). The data related to pupils at Key Stages 3 and 4 (ages 14 and 16) in maintained schools in Wales. Three years of data (2006 to 2008) were combined in order to include enough blind and partially sighted pupils for the statistical analysis. Pupils with SEN included only those with a statement, on School Action Plus or School Action. Pupils were divided into the following groups:

· Pupils with no SEN (‘No SEN’)

· Pupils with a visual impairment as their only SEN (‘VI only’)

· Pupils with a visual impairment and an additional SEN (‘VI plus SEN’)

· All other pupils with SEN (‘Other SEN’)

Key messages from the research

· At Key Stage 4 over two in five (41%) of pupils with a visual impairment had an additional SEN

· Compared with pupils with no SEN, pupils with a visual impairment, as well as pupils with Other SEN, were slightly more likely to experience social disadvantage: 

· 15% of pupils with ‘VI only’, 15% with ‘VI plus SEN’, 11% with ‘no SEN’ and 25% with ‘Other SEN’ were eligible for free school meals

· Several factors were found to affect the educational attainment of pupils with a visual impairment. These were having another SEN in addition to a visual impairment, being eligible for free school meals, being male and being of non-White ethnic background

· Pupils with ‘No SEN’ did best at GCSE pupils followed by pupils with ‘VI only’.  However, the most important finding was the difference in attainment between pupils with ‘VI only’ and pupils with ‘VI plus SEN’. Pupils with ‘VI plus SEN’ came some way behind those with ‘VI only’. The proportions of pupils that achieved 5 or more A* to C grades at GCSE were: 62% ‘No SEN’; 46% ‘VI only’; 14% ‘VI plus SEN’; 14% ‘Other SEN’

· The attainment gap between pupils with visual impairment (‘VI only’ and VI and additional SEN) and pupils with ‘No SEN’ appeared to be present at an early stage in their education, before they started secondary school

· This research has helped us to get a better understanding of the factors that affect the educational attainment 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. While we now know that having another SEN in addition to a visual impairment reduces a pupil’s chances of doing well at GCSE we don’t know which types of additional SEN have most impact and the reasons why.

In summary 

· This research has helped us to 'unpick' the national governments’ 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.
· While pupils with visual impairment do less well educationally than pupils with no SEN the most important factor is whether or not a pupil has another SEN in addition to a visual impairment. This remains the case even when social and other differences between pupils with visual impairment and pupils with no SEN are taken into account

· At GCSE, pupils with no SEN were found to do best, followed by pupils with visual impairment and no additional SEN (‘VI only’). Pupils with visual impairment and additional SEN and pupils with all other types of SEN (treated as a single group) did least well, coming some way behind the 'VI only' group.
· 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 special educational needs.

For more information visit: http://rnib.org.uk/aboutus/Research/
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