Educational provision for blind and partially sighted children and young people in Britain: 2007

Introduction 

In 2007 the RNIB commissioned the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) to carry out an online survey of local authority Visual Impairment (VI) services in England, Scotland and Wales.  The aim was to ascertain the numbers and characteristics of children and young people with visual impairments; identify and map the type of educational and other provision made for these children and young people; and explore how and to what extent such provision was supported. 

Key findings

Numbers of children and young people with visual impairment

The 131 VI services that responded to the questionnaire (a 74 per cent response rate) reported that they were supporting a total of 16,008 children and young people with visual impairment, 15,479 of whom were educated within local authorities.  A further 529 were said to be educated in schools and colleges outside their home authority. (Chart 1)
Chart appears on next page
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Pie chart showing percentage per age group educated with local authorities

Using the data that was provided from the 131 VI services, it was possible to estimate the total number of children and young people with visual impairments, in England, Scotland and Wales.  This calculation was based on the population data from the mid-year Census for 2006 (Table 1).
  The extrapolation suggests that the total number of children and young people who may have such visual impairments may be as high as 25,305.  

Chart and Table follow on next page
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Pie chart showing percentage of age groups educated outside local authorities

Table 1: Children and young people with visual impairment (national figures extrapolated from all reporting local authorities)
	Number of children and young people
	Under 5 years
	5-11

years
	12 to 16 years
	Total

	Educated within local authorities 
	4554
	11188
	8414
	24156

	Educated outside local authorities
	50
	346
	754
	1149

	Total number of young people with VI
	4603
	11534
	9168
	25305


Numeric data – national figures extrapolated from 100 authorities reporting within authority data
Numeric data – national figures extrapolated from 84 authorities reporting outside authority data

Source: RNIB/NFER Survey of Educational Provision. England, Scotland and Wales 2008

The picture presented by these extrapolations suggests that VI services across the three countries may be providing educational support to more young people than are ‘officially’ recorded as having a visual impairment.  The extrapolated figures for England, for example, are 21,946. Yet, in 2007/08, far fewer children and young people of school age in England (8,080) were identified on PLASC with a visual impairment as their primary special educational need, with a further 940 recorded as having multi-sensory impairment.
  

According to VI services, 39 per cent of the 16,088 children and young people who were reported as having some form of visual impairment had an additional disability and/or Special Educational Need (SEN), or were recorded as multi-disabled, visually impaired (MDVI).  This may be an underestimate of the actual level of disability across authorities, however.  Respondents did not provide information on the disability status of around 18 per cent of the children and young people whom they had identified as having some visual impairment.

A total of 3,670 children and young people were said to have a specific statement or record of need (SEN or Additional Support Need (ASN)).  More of these were in the older cohorts for whom the process of producing a statement is likely to have been more complete.  In each age group, the proportion of children and young people with a statement or record of need were: 22 per cent for the under fives; 56 per cent for those aged five to 11 years; and 68 per cent for those aged 12 to 16 years.  The proportions were similar to those identified in previous RNIB surveys in 1997 and 2002.

Educational settings for children and young people with visual impairment
‘There are no VI children at the present in this tiny LA…Packages of specialist services for children with special needs are bought in as needed, via collaborative arrangements with other LAs.  (England)

The educational settings for children and young people with visual impairment varied according to a number of factors, with differences noted in relation to location (whether or not they were educated in their home authority), in relation to age and also to the nature of their impairment.  The data suggests a complex balance of educational provision between local authorities, with some authorities appearing to offer the specialist provision their neighbours may not have. 

On the whole, most children and young people with visual impairment were educated in their home authority.  Over half of the young people about whom survey respondents provided data on educational location had no additional disabilities and/or SEN or ASN and most of these were educated in their home authority.  A minority of pupils for whom data on educational settings was provided were in schools specifically resourced for children with visual impairment, or were based in special schools.  Proportionately more primary-aged pupils were educated in mainstream settings compared with those of secondary school age.  Of the 5,886 primary-aged children who were said to be in local authority schools from Foundation Stage to Key Stage 2, 71 per cent were in mainstream schools and a further one per cent were in mainstream primary schools resourced for children and young people with visual impairment.  In comparison, two-thirds of the 4,367 secondary aged pupils for whom we had information, attended mainstream school, around one-third were in special school settings and four per cent were in mainstream secondary schools that were resourced for children and young people with visual impairment. 

For older pupils, in post-16 education, the pattern of educational setting appeared to vary according to the extent of their additional disabilities.  For those with no additional disabilities and/or SEN, education in a mainstream setting was prevalent, with a tendency towards more specialised settings for those with additional disabilities or more complex needs.

Structure and responsibilities of VI service

Most local authorities managed their VI service within a broader service, that is, within the SEN service or the sensory service, rather than as a separate VI service.  On the whole, the services seemed to be organised as a single service covering a whole local authority. In a small number of cases (five per cent) services were organised within a consortium of authorities, or provided services to other local authorities.  

Most VI services funded educational support centrally rather than delegating budgets to schools (no VI services reported that their budget was fully delegated to schools).  A minority of services (eight per cent) in England and Wales, however, reported that their budget was partially delegated to mainstream schools with resourced provision.  Others reported that some additional resources went to schools, but remained centrally managed by the service (this was the case for at least 59 mainstream and special schools).  A total of 65 schools across 59 reporting authorities were said to have dedicated some of their own school budget to providing additional resources to support the education of children and young people with visual impairment. 

Staffing and training

The majority of respondents to the survey tended to have specific responsibilities for visual impairment, but many had wider responsibilities, particularly for SEN, as well as for children and young people who were hearing impaired.  Staff in their VI teams, were, in many instances, also split across roles and, indeed, split across different teams within their authority.  

Few VI services reported unfilled teaching or non-teaching posts.  Nonetheless, overall staffing levels were not high, with the average time allocation for management of the service generally less than one full-time member of staff (and only 0.4 full-time equivalent for management in delegated resource schools).  For VI advisory teachers, the average post was for a four-fifths contract, or four days a week, while those based in schools had contracts for approximately a 0.6 full-time equivalent, or two and a half to three days a week, on average.  Teaching assistants dominated the non-teaching staff deployed by VI services, with an average of 4.2 FTE per service.  

Not all staff deployed in management or teaching roles had QTVI status.  This was more evident where the management of the service was located in a generic sensory service, less than half (eight) of the 21 staff reported in such posts had a QTVI qualification.  By contrast, those who were specifically designated as Heads of VI services were generally reported as having full QTVI status.  Team leaders, advisory staff and teachers based in schools were largely fully qualified, although around one in eight of the peripatetic and other teaching staff working with children and young people with VI had no QTVI qualification.

The age profile of staff in the VI service, as in the 2003 survey, suggests a skew towards older personnel. Indeed, over half of the staff members were said to be in the 50 to 65 age group and, with few staff in the younger age groups (only one per cent were reported to be under 30 years of age), there may be some concern about the ability of VI services to meet the needs of children and young people in the future without changes in staffing levels.

Nature of support and VI service provision

VI services provided a wide spectrum of support, which appeared to be determined, primarily, by local need and, to some extent, by availability of resources.  Almost half of the VI services said that they did not think that there were any children or young people with visual impairment whose needs they were currently unable to meet. However, just under one-fifth felt this was not the case. The main reasons given for an inability to meet such needs were insufficient staffing and insufficient funding.  
‘[The] service works collaboratively with Health professionals through a monthly Visual Impairment Support Service for Children in the Community ‘[Scotland]

As might be expected, in order to allocate and prioritise resources, over half of the VI services had established criteria for providing support to children and young people with visual impairment.  Whilst just over half of these services reported that the criteria were widely available, some services said that the written criteria were held internally or were available only on request.  This might highlight a potential barrier to service users in accessing this kind of information. 

All of the reporting VI services indicated that they had some sort of referral system in place with health services.  Relatively few (three per cent) said that they had a service level agreement in place with health services and most were through arrangements with individual health professionals (47 per cent).  Several VI services, however, noted they had a multi-agency approach to referrals.

VI services provided a range of support to children and young people with visual impairment and the survey explored service provision for the under fives, mobility education and braille services, in particular.

Provision for the under fives

VI services supported just under 3,000 children with visual impairment who were under the age of five, the majority of whom were educated within local authorities. Around half of the under fives were said not to have any additional disabilities and/or SEN.  Assessment of children under five was carried out most commonly by using Oregon and (in England) the Developmental Journal for Babies and Children. During term time, the child’s home was the main setting for support, particularly for those aged 23 months or less.  As children became older, home support became less common, though a variety of other settings, including early years and school settings (nursery and reception classes) were used more widely.  During school holidays, home support continued, though was less evident, and telephone contacts with parents/carers were referred to by around one-third of authorities.  This notion of ‘on-call’ support typified the flexible approach that appeared to characterise support for the under fives.  

Provision of mobility education

Information from VI services revealed that there was no standard pattern for the assessment and provision of mobility education amongst children and young people with visual impairment.  Indeed, the profile of assessment and provision was determined by a combination of child-centred factors (whether the child had a visual impairment or had MDVI and age, for instance) and service-level factors (whether mobility education was provided by social services or the VI service, how funding was arranged and availability of and access to appropriately trained staff).  VI services most frequently reported that at least some children and young people with visual impairment were assessed (44 per cent), with relatively few reporting no mobility assessment (three per cent).  All VI services that said either all, or at least some of the children and young people who were assessed as needing mobility education received it.  

Provision of braille services

It was clear that the use of braille continued to be a priority area for many VI services, despite the fact that five services said they currently had no braillists amongst their school population.  For some young people, however, the use of braille was said not to be an educational option. In total, 445 children and young people (pre-16) and 42 young people (post-16) were identified as users of Braille as either:

· their sole literacy format (one in 38 children with visual impairment between the ages of 5 and 16); or

· their main literacy format (one in 88 children with visual impairment between the ages of 5 and 16).  

Most primary and secondary-aged braillists were supported in their home authority and/or in a mainstream setting.  However, a higher proportion of primary-aged than secondary-aged braillists educated in their home authority were based in mainstream schools that had no additional resourcing.  In comparison, braillists who were educated/supported outside their local authority tended to be in specialist schools or colleges. 
Monitoring and evaluation 

Despite the often complex nature of service provision and the diverse nature of education and support provided by VI services, monitoring and evaluation of service impact was not carried out by all services.  Indeed, only half of the 131 VI services said that they evaluated the impact of the service in their authority, while many services did not provide a response to this question.  Where monitoring and evaluation was taking place, it was largely focused on the informal collection of data rather than through more formal means such as assessment tools.  For example, provision of feedback questionnaires or evaluation forms was a common strategy for many VI services, particularly in terms of obtaining feedback from parents and carers and head teachers.  However, feedback from the children and young people, themselves, was less commonplace.  

‘The VI service does collect [ethnicity] data in that it is given on the referral form.  However, we do not collate it.  This is a task we are now going to do'.  (England)

‘We have developed excellent braille skills to cope with pre-school curriculum through to advanced higher (languages, maths, physics…). We also have excellent braille software and equipment. We no longer have a braille using pupil, but are exporting braille to universities & other schools at times‘ .[Scotland]

One specific example of where monitoring practices were limited was in terms of the collection of ethnicity data. Whilst local authorities collect ethnicity data, findings from the survey suggested not all VI services kept a record of, or collated, ethnicity data themselves. Just over one- quarter of VI services reported that their service kept a record of the ethnicity of children and young people with a visual impairment, whereas over one one-third said that this was not routinely recorded or noted that they were not sure whether or not it was collected.  In contrast, whilst the collation of ethnicity data was not particularly widespread, 60 per cent of VI services reported that annual reviews of out-of-authority such placements took place.

Conclusions

The total of 25,305 children and young people with visual impairment in England, Scotland and Wales is likely to be an underestimate, but it may be closer to the scale of visual impairment than that recorded in PLASC and other databases.  The extent of additional disabilities and/or SEN (ASN), reported as 39 per cent, may also be an underestimate. 

Although service provision for children and young people with visual impairment appears to be underpinned by flexibility and a commitment to meet the needs of the population it serves, many services emphasised the difficulties they faced caused by either low staffing levels or other resources. In addition, the older age profile of staff in VI services raises issues about the need for recruitment, ongoing training and support for younger members of staff. Whether services can continue to meet the needs of all service users as effectively as possible may depend upon the extent to which they can attract and retain qualified staff as well as obtaining appropriate levels of funding, the development of clear frameworks for monitoring and evaluation, and the ability to collect and make best use of monitoring data.  In sum, the findings from the survey raise some important questions about current VI service provision and provide an opportunity to discuss whether or not the current structure, practices and processes are sufficiently robust to deliver a sustainable and effective service into the future.
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