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1.
Introduction

In 2003, The Royal National Institute for Blind People (RNIB) estimated that there were 23,680 children and young people known to Visual Impairment Services across England, Scotland and Wales (Keil and Clunies-Ross, 2003).  More recently, they estimated that, based on data from the same survey, over 8,900 pupils in England in compulsory education, without other disabilities, had a visual impairment: data from the Pupil Level Annual School Census (PLASC) suggests the figure is lower, around 7,760 (this only includes primary SEN).  Ascertaining the exact number of children and young people is complex: registration of visual difficulties is not compulsory and, while data on PLASC relates to primary and secondary disabilities, it may not be recorded for those for whom it is not their main disability.   
In 2007, the RNIB commissioned the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) to carry out an online survey of local authorities in England, Scotland and Wales; this was the fourth in a series of studies (previously undertaken by the RNIB themselves).  The study aimed to:

· ascertain the numbers and characteristics of children and young people with visual impairments (and other disabilities) within local authorities across the three countries

· identify and map the type of educational and other provision made for such children and young people 

· explore how and to what extent such provision is supported (both professionally and through ongoing training for staff).

1.1
Methodology 

The questionnaire was initially developed at RNIB, drawing on questions used in previous surveys conducted in 1995 (Clunies-Ross, 1997), 1997 (Clunies-Ross, Franklin and Keil, 1999) and 2002 (Keil and Clunies-Ross, 2003).  The 2007 version was developed with guidance from a steering group comprised of members from various stakeholder groups, including representatives from the RNIB national children’s services team, the national group representing teachers of pupils with visual impairment (VIEW), the South East Regional SEN Partnership (SERSEN) and the British Association of Teachers of the Deaf (BATOD).  The NFER research team were involved in refining some of the questions and in setting up the online survey, with different versions to take account of the differences in visual impairment services (VI services) in England, Scotland and Wales.  The questionnaire was piloted and trialled by three Heads of VI services and members of the steering group.  The final versions of the questionnaires were made available in paper format for each country, with a Welsh language version for those local authorities in Wales that requested them.  In addition, a supplementary questionnaire was designed for those local authorities where VI services had been outsourced to schools.  In such cases, VI services were asked to send their resourced school(s) a questionnaire in order to collect the relevant information to be collated by the service. 

In order to assist with the administration of the questionnaire, the RNIB identified the relevant contact staff at each of the VI services in England, Scotland and Wales and these 176 people were included on the database (130 in England, where some consortia arrangements were in place, 17 in Wales and 29 in Scotland – the contact details of one Scottish authority were unavailable).  The NFER sent an introductory email to each of the contacts several weeks before the live survey date.  The email introduced VI services to the survey and outlined its aims and objectives.

In addition, the VI service in each authority also received an information sheet and a glossary of the terms used in the questionnaire.  The information sheet provided an overview and guidance about the type of information that services would be asked to provide during the survey.  The provision of this information sheet was intended to enable local authorities to begin to gather the relevant information prior to receipt of the survey.

In early December, 2007, each listed VI service was emailed a hyperlink to the online survey and assigned a unique ID, in order to enable them to access the survey.  VI services were also made aware that a paper version of the questionnaire could be sent to them on request.  The online survey was designed to allow individual respondents to access the survey on more than one occasion and to facilitate review of previous sections.  The complexity of the questionnaire, and the need to provide a significant amount of numeric data, however, meant that respondents often had difficulties in completing sections of the survey.  In order to assist the process, and to improve the low initial response rate (despite a comprehensive reminder strategy and an extension of the survey deadline), the NFER responded to helpful feedback from VI services by providing both a document outlining Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) and, for a number of VI services who had started but not completed the survey, over-printed versions of their filled in survey to date so that they could finish the survey on paper for subsequent scanning at NFER.   

The online survey was ‘live’ during December 2007 and January 2008.  The final response rates to the survey are provided in Table 1. 

Table 1
Survey response rate

	Country
	Number of authorities
	Response total
	Response rate

%

	England
	130
	100
	77

	Scotland
	29
	17
	61

	Wales
	17
	14
	82

	Total
	176
	131
	74


The responses that were received were predominantly from Heads of VI services (24 per cent) and VI team leaders within a generic SEN (Special Educational Needs) or sensory service (28 per cent) (Table 2 in Appendix).  Fourteen per cent of the respondents were Heads of Sensory Services within their authority, but only two per cent were Heads of SEN services. While the proportion of respondents from England and Wales with such job titles tended to be similar, the pattern in Scotland differed, with only 12 per cent in each case saying they headed a VI service, or were a team leader.  Fewer Scottish respondents answered this question (a non-response rate of 41 per cent, compared with 16 per cent of English respondents and 14 per cent of Welsh respondents) and a higher proportion indicated that they had a peripatetic teaching role (29 per cent compared with less than a maximum of 10 per cent in England).  

1.2
The report

The report is structured to provide an overview of the numbers and characteristics of children and young people in Great Britain (England, Scotland and Wales) with a visual impairment (Chapter 2) alongside an evaluation of the relationship between these characteristics and the pattern of educational settings for pupils and students.  Chapter 3 provides an insight into the structure of the VI services, followed by an assessment of staffing levels and training across the services in Chapter 4.  Chapter 5 examines the support structures and the mobility provision that is being made for children and young people and any barriers to extending this provision. A full set of supporting tables is provided in the Appendix.
It should be noted that, although responses were received from 131 VI services, not all of the services were able to provide all of the data that the survey set out to capture.  The analyses that have been undertaken by NFER reflect the extent to which the data can be regarded as reliable and robust.  In some cases (such as the data on children and young people without a formal diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Disorder – ASD) the NFER research team feel that the data is not robust enough for further analysis.  In cases where comparative basic frequency analyses were needed, all 131 respondents were included.   In other cases, and most particularly in those cases where numeric data was requested, the analysis was undertaken only on those authorities from whom complete data was received, or where it was logical, sensible and statistically valid to re-code missing values to zero.  

2.
Children and young people with visual impairments

A significant concern of the RNIB is to establish a good estimate of the number of children and young people with some form of visual impairment in Great Britain.  In England, for example it is possible to obtain an estimate of the number who are registered as blind, nationally, from data obtained through local councils. In total, 3,825 children from birth to age 17 were registered as blind with their local councils by the end of 2005/06, with 320 new registrations taking place during that year.
 In addition, 4,800 children were registered as partially sighted, with 495 new registrations during the year.  This gives a total of 8,625 children from birth to 17 who were registered as blind or partially sighted. This data does not, however, include those young people whose visual impairments are of a different order.  Data on those impairments may be recorded on PLASC (the Pupil Level Annual School Census) for those who are of school age, but only if the impairment is their primary or secondary SEN (8,080 children and young people of school age in England were identified on PLASC with visual impairment as their primary SEN in 2007/08, while a further 940 were recorded as having multi-sensory impairment).
  

In Scotland, in 2005 (the latest date for which statistics have been published), some 444 children from birth to age 16 were registered with their local authority as blind, with a further 445 registered as partially sighted.
 It should be noted, however, that registration is not compulsory and that, according to the Scottish Executive, research studies suggest that only a small proportion (between one-quarter and one-third of people with visually impairment) are in fact registered with their local authorities.
  The story is similar in Wales.  According to the Welsh Council for the Blind, only one in three or four of those with a serious sight loss are registered with their local authority.
 While this does not mean that children and young people with sight problems do not receive specialist educational support, it does mean that making accurate assessments of overall numbers is difficult.  Statistics gathered from local authorities suggest that, in 2006, over 2000 children and young people in Wales, aged 0 to 17, have some form of visual impairment.  
Estimates in 2001 were much lower (519).
  It is possible that more accurate estimations may be available in the future, with the recent changes to guidance on the registration of blind and partially sighted individuals.
 
One aim of the current survey, therefore, was to obtain a clearer insight into the numbers of children and young people with whom VI services in England, Scotland and Wales had contact and for whom they provided services.  In total 101 of the 131 authorities that responded to the questionnaire supplied information on the children and young people (aged from under 5 to 16) for whom they provided education services, whether within their authority  (100 respondents) or through hosting institutions (schools, special schools, hospital schools) in other authorities (84 authorities).  The aggregated data indicated that, across the reporting authorities, a total of 16,008 children and young people are known to have visual impairments (see Table 3a).  

2.1
Numbers of children and young people with visual impairment
Even so, within the authorities that returned a questionnaire, the numbers of children and young people with a visual impairment may be marginally higher than presented here.  As one respondent emphasised, caseloads did not include those under assessment  (‘…there are a number of pupils in non VI special schools who have been identified as having some level of visual difficulty - who have not yet been put onto VI caseload as they have not been fully assessed’ - England ).  Another suggested that information was incomplete, because details were not available on the visual impairment status of all children and young people in special schools (‘We do not have details of secondary aged children in one of the borough's special schools as they have their own VI teacher [it is not considered an enhanced school] - England).  The figure of 16,008 may be a conservative estimate, therefore.

Table 3a
Children and young people with visual impairment:  reporting authorities only

	Number of children and young people
	Under 5 years
	5-11 years
	12 to 16 years
	Total

	Educated within local authorities 
	2933
	7197
	5349
	15479

	Educated outside local authorities
	21
	148
	360
	529

	Total number of young people with VI
	2954
	7345
	5709
	16008


Numeric data – within authority data from 100 authorities 

Numeric data – outside authority data from 84 authorities

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

The data obtained from the survey for 74 per cent of the VI services in England, Scotland and Wales, represented 66 per cent of the children and young people educated in England, 34 per cent of the children and young people educated in Scotland and 80 per cent of the children and young people educated in Wales.

From this data (albeit with some caveats), it is possible to extrapolate the cross-national figure for children and young people with visual impairments, using estimates based on the mid-year Census for 2006 (Table 3b).
  
The extrapolation suggests that the total number of children and young people (up to age 16 and within the educational system in Great Britain) who may have such visual impairments may be 25,305.  The previous estimate, in 2003, was 23,860, though it should be noted that the basis of the earlier figure (Keil and Clunies-Ross, 2003) was different, ‘extrapolated from LEA/EA to Britain base population rates’.

Table 3b
Children and young people with visual impairment 

(national figure extrapolated from 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 figure extrapolated from 100 authorities reporting within authority data

Numeric data – national figure extrapolated from 84 authorities reporting outside authority data

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

The extrapolations suggest 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 children and young people, aged up to 16, with visual impairments for England (21,946) and Scotland (2,071),for instance, are markedly higher than the figures for those officially registered blind or partially sighted in England (8,625) and in Scotland (889), reflecting concerns that levels of registration do not reflect the extent of the visual problems that prevent children and young people accessing the curriculum without specialist support.  The extrapolated figures for Wales (1,288), based on reporting by local authority visual impairment services, are lower than those reported by the Welsh Council for the Blind (2000+), however, suggesting that there may be some differences in the ways that visual impairments are assessed and viewed by the Council and by the different local authority VI serices. 
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.
  
2.2
Ethnicity

Just over one-quarter of the respondents reported that their service kept a record of the ethnicity of children and young people with a visual impairment; over one-third, by contrast, said that this was not routinely recorded or that they were not sure whether or not it was collected.   This was partly because either the collection or the collation of such data was said to be the specific responsibility of other agencies within the authority; all English and Welsh schools, for example, record pupil ethnicity on the annual returns to PLASC, while Scottish authorities record it during the annual School Census.  Partly, however, it was because systems to record the data were not part of the working practice in the VI service.  

The VI Service does collect data in that it is given on the referral form. However we do not collate it. This is a task that we are now going to do. (England).

The incompleteness of local ethnicity data, and/or its location within a different agency or department within the local authority, was a particular problem for services where children and young people with a visual impairment were in placements in other authorities. As one respondent noted:

Our collection of ethnicity is incomplete - we have a large proportion of children from Asian (mainly Pakistani) backgrounds especially in the Centre/Centre East of the city. We have a small number of children with visual impairment in out-of-city placements - though the authority were not able to give me definite figures. (England)

Only 23 respondents provided an indication of the ethnic profile of their children and young people, noting that information on ethnicity was not available in some 15 per cent of individual cases, (ethnicity data is summarised in Table Q4b in Appendix). Across those 23 services, over two-thirds of the children and young people were reported as of white ethnic origin (predominantly White British), with a further ten per cent of Indian, Pakistani or Bangladeshi heritage and four per cent from black minority ethnic groups (including Black Caribbean, Black African and black mixed-race origin).  These figures were broadly representative of the total population children and young people from white and minority ethnic groups across the 23 reporting VI services, comparing percentages with the provisional figures published by the DCSF in January 2008.
 

2.3
Visual impairment and additional disabilities 

Respondents indicated that 6,188 children and young people had some form of additional disability and/or SEN, or were recorded as multi-disabled, visually impaired (MDVI).  This estimate of additional disability (39 per cent of the 16,008 children and young people who were reported as having some form of visual impairment) may be an underestimate of the actual level of disability across the reporting VI services, however, since respondents did not provide any information on the disability status of a further 2,909 children and young people (that is, around 18 per cent of the total of 16,008).  The true estimate of additional disability across these VI services might, therefore, be as high as 7,562 children and young people (or 47 per cent of the reported population, a figure close to the 50 per cent estimated by Keil and Clunies-Ross in 2003).

Across the sub-set of VI services (65) that responded to a question about statementing for Special Educational Needs (SEN) or Additional Sensory Needs (ASN), a total of 3,670 pupils (around 55 per cent of the 6,692 pupils for whom the respondents provided data) were said to have a specific statement or record of need (Table 5a in Appendix).  A further four per cent were reported as undergoing professional assessment.  As might be expected, the relative proportions of these increased by age group, with more with a statement of need recorded in the older cohorts.  When compared with the percentages calculated in previous years, the proportions (though not the numbers) in each age group were similar to those identified in 1997 and 2002.  

Table 5b
Children and young people with a 



Statement/Record of Need since 1997

	Age Group
	1997

%
	2002

%
	2008

%

	Under 5 years
	20
	19
	22

	5 to 11 years
	57
	58
	56

	12 to 16 years
	67
	69
	68

	Total
	12,037
	10,906
	6,692

	N of LAs
	55
	98
	65


Source: Clunies-Ross, Franklin and Keil, 1999; Keil and Clunies-Ross, 2003; RNIB/NFER Survey of Educational Provision: England, Scotland and Wales, 2008

Whether or not a statement of need is allocated varies across VI services, however.  In some VI services, visual impairment is recorded as the primary (and sometimes sole) disability of those with a statement of SEN (as noted on PLASC, in England, for example).  In others, the existence of a visual impairment is not seen as grounds for the provision of a statement: ‘Only children with additional needs have a statement of SEN…all single disability VI have a flexible support package under a support contract agreed between service, school, parents.’  Across the 63 VI services that provided data, an average of five children aged under five, 27 aged five to 11 and 27 aged 12 to 16 in each VI service had been given statements of SEN or ASN.  

Few VI services reported children or young people with a formal diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Disorder.  Of the 78 VI services who completed this question, only 59 said that they had any such pupils (a total of 198 children and young people aged from under five to 16 were identified, a mean of 3.4 per VI service).  On average, across these 78 VI services, approximately one in 52 pupils with a visual impairment were said to have a diagnosis of ASD (that is, less than two per cent of all those with a visual impairment).  Others, however, indicated that they had some children and young people who had not yet been given a formal diagnosis of ASD, though the total numbers have proved difficult to assess.
  It is likely, therefore, that overall numbers of pupils with a visual impairment, who are also on the ASD spectrum, are higher.  

Four-fifths of the children and young people recorded as having a formal diagnosis of ASD were said to be educated within their home authority, although the relative proportions varied according to age (see Table 6a in Appendix).  While nine in 10 of the children aged five to 11 (and 14 out of 15 of those under five) were reported as being educated locally, nearly one-third of the 12 to 16 year olds with ASD were in schools outside the authority boundary.

2.4
Educational settings in compulsory education for children and young people with visual impairments 

Most children and young people with visual impairments appear to be educated within their home authority.  On the basis of the survey data, only three per cent, in total, are educated in neighbouring or other authorities (though this proportion may be as high as 4.5 per cent of all children and young people with visual impairment across Great Britain, drawing on information from the extrapolated national data).  
The pattern of out-of-authority education seems to vary according to the extent of young people’s disabilities, as shown in Table 6b (Appendix).
  Over half (53 per cent) of the young people about whom respondents provided information on educational location had no additional disabilities and/or SEN or ASN and most of these (97 per cent) were educated within their home authority.  Of those reported as being educated outside their home authority, over two-thirds (69 per cent) had additional disabilities and/or SEN,
 or were recorded as multi-disabled, visually impaired (MDVI).   

Pupils aged 12 to 16 made up over two-thirds (68 per cent) of the children and young people with additional disabilities who were said to be educated out of the authority.  Nonetheless, data from the VI services also suggests that proportionally more of the out-of-authority pupils in this age group had no additional disabilities compared to the under fives or the five to 11 year olds.  One-third (33 per cent) of the 12-16 year olds educated out of the authority had no additional disability compared with less than one quarter of the under fives (23 per cent) and just over one-quarter (27 per cent) of the five to 11 year olds (see Table 6c in Appendix).

This suggests that there is a complex balance of educational provision within and between the VI services in local authorities, with some appearing to offer the specialist provision that their neighbours may not have. The picture is not a static one, however, and local decisions (such as the disestablishment of additionally resourced schools and the encouragement of ‘local’ education for all children and young people) can have a significant impact on local structures and provision.  A respondent from a VI service in England said that, historically, they had been the resource base for the region, but that bordering authorities now made their own provision for children and young people with a visual impairment.  Even so, some braillists and children with additional needs were still placed with the respondent’s service, and they still acted as the resource base for older (post-16) students.  

Some of the VI services in the smaller local authorities said that they made no specific provision for the education of children and young people with visual impairment, buying in services from other local authorities (or the RNIB) on a needs basis.

…there are no VI children at the present time 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).

Others suggested that placement in a special school would only take place, at present, if the child or young person had educational needs beyond a visual impairment.  

[The] LA does not have any resource bases. [The] Majority of pupils [are] in catchment schools with TA support and specialist equipment. MDVI pupils [are] educated within special schools, which have QTVI and only access our service for advice. We are currently gathering data on VI pupils in special school provisions. (Wales).

Some respondents even queried the need for placements in special schools, with one suggesting that pupils in their authority appeared to ‘get better support in mainstream than they do in special school’. (England).  In others, however, concern was expressed that the educational settings that were currently available in the authority were not always the most appropriate for the children and young people who were involved.  Even when VI services supported links between special schools and mainstream schools (or even dual placements) some children were thought not to be able to access the educational support they needed:

We are concerned about the CYP [children and young people] of average or below average ability with additional emotional needs who find it hard to cope with being included in mainstream schools, particularly secondary, despite our best attempts. In the past they went to specialist school in the LA, but this is increasingly taking MDVI/PMLD. Where are the others to go? (England)

In total, across the whole of England, Scotland and Wales, only seven per cent of the 10,314 pupils for whom educational settings in compulsory education were given (approximately two thirds of the pupils initially identified by the local authorities)
 were in schools that were either specifically resourced for children with visual impairment or were in special schools for those with visual impairment.  
Of these seven per cent, two thirds were educated within their home authority.  Yet, if we look at the pupils respondents said were given school places outside their local authority (741)
, it appears that relatively high proportions were sent to schools with specialist provision (see Table 7).  Amongst the out-of-authority primary-aged children (Reception to Year 6),
 24 per cent were in special schools for those with visual impairment and five per cent were in mainstream schools resourced for visual impairment.  Figures were higher for secondary-aged children (Year 7 to Year 11), with 36 per cent being sent out of authority to access special schools for those with visual impairment, and six per cent going to mainstream schools resourced for visual impairment.  In total, only one third of all secondary out-of-authority placements were to mainstream schools (whether or not these had particular resources for visual impairment).

Of the 5,886 primary-aged children who were identified as in local authority schools from Foundation Stage to Key Stage 2 (Reception to Year 6), nearly three-quarters (72 per cent) were in mainstream education.  Eighty seven of these pupils – one per cent of the total - were in schools with specific resources for children with visual impairment.  Twenty five per cent were reported as attending special schools, with an additional two per cent in schools for those with visual impairment.  

For older pupils (Year 7 to Year 11), attendance in home authority mainstream settings was slightly less prevalent.  While nearly two thirds of the 4,367 for whom we have information attended mainstream schools (with four per cent, or 184 pupils, in specially resourced mainstream schools), the proportion in special school settings was greater than at primary level. One third of the young people with visual impairment in Years 7 to 11 were in special schools (99 were in specialist schools for those with visual impairments).

2.5
Educational settings in post-16 education for children and young people with visual impairments 
For older students, the pattern of educational setting appeared to vary according to the extent of additional disabilities.  For those with no disabilities other than visual impairment, education in a mainstream setting, whether in a school with a sixth form (51 per cent), sixth form college (nine per cent) or a further education college (25 per cent), was the most common location (see Table 8 in Appendix).  A further five per cent were in mainstream schools or colleges with some additional resourcing for visual impairment, with only a minority (a total of six per cent) in specialist schools or colleges).  From the data provided, it is not possible to assess the pattern of progression for the young people or the extent to which their post-16 destinations reflected personal or parental choice or were simply a function of local education provision. As one English respondent noted: ‘Post 16 provision is limited as most pupils go onto FE provision as there are very few 6th forms.  Also, special schools (except 2) do not go beyond 16’. What proportion of visual impairment students remained in the school in which they were based pre-16, for example?  What proportion had been in 11-16 schools and so had to transfer to a different school, sixth form college or further education college?  What proportion had transferred back into their home authority from an out-of-authority placement during compulsory education?  

For those with additional disabilities or those identified as having complex needs (MDVI), settings in special schools, post-16, were more common. Indeed, nearly two-thirds (62 per cent) of young people classed as MDVI were in special schools, with a further 14 per cent in specialist schools and two per cent in special colleges for those with visual impairments.  In total, around one in five MDVI students (20 per cent) were in mainstream education (whether school or college) compared with a total of 46 per cent (or nearly one in two) students with visual impairment with some additional disabilities and/or SEN.

2.6
Use of different literacy formats 

Eighty two authorities responded to a question about the use of braille, though a number (five) reported that, at present, they had no braillists amongst their school population.  There are some indications from the survey that braille continues to be a priority area for the provision of specialist support even in VI services that reported that financial resources have meant that overall staffing levels have been reduced (in one English authority, for example, this had been less than one full-time equivalent member of staff).  In some cases, the skills and resources to use and teach braille were still supported within an authority, even when no children or young people were currently using braille.  

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 & equipment. We no longer have a braille using pupil, but are exporting braille to universities & other schools at times. [Scotland].

For some children and young people, the use of braille was said not to be an educational option (one authority in Wales identified a child with global developmental delay who would not become a braillist, for example).  For others, the use of braille was said to be a potential strategy for the education of children and young people in the future.  A number of VI services drew attention to their plans for its possible use with those who were currently too young (such as babies) or those who had only recently become blind (through acute illness, congenital illness, accidents or surgery).  

In total, 488 children and young people (pre-16) and 44 young people (post-16) were identified as users of braille, across the 82 VI services (see Tables 9, 10, 11 and 12).   Those using braille as their sole literacy format (352 under the age of 16) made up approximately three per cent of the children and young people identified as visually impaired within those 82 authorities.  The numbers varied across age groups and authorities; the maximum number of sole format braille users in any one authority ranged from six (for those aged under five) to 12 (for those aged between 12 and 16).  Overall, around 1 in 38 children with visual impairment, between the ages of under 5 to 16, were reported as using braille as their only way of reading and writing.  

The proportion using braille alongside other formats (such as print) was smaller, with VI services reporting only one per cent of the under-16 age group in this category.  The ratio of users of braille as a main (but not sole) format was 1 in 86 children and young people with a visual impairment, though one VI services recorded 20 such users aged from 12 to 16.
The majority of primary and secondary-aged braillists in compulsory education were educated in their home authority (81 per cent) and/or in a mainstream setting (76 per cent).  In comparison with older pupils, however, a higher proportion of primary-aged children educated in their home authority were based in mainstream schools without any additional resourcing (see Table 11).  While more than one-quarter (30 per cent) of the young people in Key Stages 3 to 4 in mainstream settings were in schools with additional resources for visual impairment, less than one in eight of the children in Foundation Stage to Key Stage 2 (when the development of literacy skills is a priority) were in schools with similar types of support.  

Amongst those educated outside the home authority, half the primary-aged braillists and more than three quarters (78 per cent) of the secondary-aged braillists were in specialist schools for pupils with visual impairment.  This picture was replicated post-16, where over half of those based in institutions outside their home authority were taught in specialist schools and nearly two fifths were in special colleges for students with visual impairment (see Table 12).  Those still within their home authorities were dispersed across mainstream sixth forms (some with additional resources), mainstream further education colleges, specialist schools or colleges for student with visual impairment and special schools (some resourced for visual impairment).  

2.7
In summary

The data collected from VI services in the three participating countries suggest that the numbers of children and young people registered or otherwise officially recorded as blind or visually impaired may be a significant under-estimate of the situation in England and Scotland, if not in Wales.  The figures provided for this survey, even after extrapolation to provide a population estimate of 25,305, may in themselves be an underestimate, since they do not record children and young people under assessment and may not reflect the full extent of visual impairment amongst children in some special schools.  Furthermore, estimates of additional disability amongst those with a visual impairment may also underestimate the extent of other needs that exist in this group.  As Keil and Clunies-Ross concluded in 2003, the possible lack of a coherent overview (locally and nationally) of the number and characteristics of blind and partially sighted pupils has major implications for policy and planning, particularly for the further development of integrated Children’s Services.  What agencies need to be involved in assessing needs – and how are these to be staffed?  The following chapters of this report aim to identify the structure and staffing patterns in VI services – and the extent to which respondents feel they are able to provide appropriate support for all the children and young people in their constituency.    

3.
Structure and responsibilities of VI service 

This chapter presents information on how the VI service is structured in local authority VI services in terms of how it is managed, organised and funded.  The chapter also presents findings on some of the main responsibilities of the VI service such as out-of-authority placements, criteria for providing support and overall monitoring and evaluation.

3.1
Management, organisation and funding

As well as providing clear insight into the numbers of children and young people for whom VI services provide support to, the survey also aimed to examine how services are structured and organised.

Most local authorities managed their VI service ‘within’ a broader service, that is, the SEN service (31 per cent) or the sensory service (33 per cent) rather than as a separate VI service (11 per cent).  Specific examples included one VI service that reported having a specialist VI service in place until December 2007 but said that they were now in the process of being restructured and were due to become part of the sensory team during 2008.  Another VI service reported that there were two sensory teams in their authority, each of which had separate budgets within the larger SEN budget.  A third VI service reported that there was a discrete sensory service centrally funded by their Children and Young People Directorate.  Interestingly, the management of the VI service within the wider SEN service was proportionally greater in the Welsh authorities (eight out of 14) compared with the Scottish authorities (four out of 17) and the English authorities (28 out of 100). (Appendix – Table 13)

VI services were, in the main, organised as a single service covering the whole local authority (68 per cent), even when, as one local authority explained, there were offices based at different locations across the authority. In a small number of cases the VI service was organised as a consortium  (five per cent), although this was only reported for English and Welsh local authorities, or as a single service that covered a home local authority and also supported adjoining local authorities (five per cent); this latter structure was limited to England and Scotland.  Only two per cent of authorities reported that their VI service was organised on a geographical basis. (Appendix – Table 14a)

In the six cases where VI services were part of a consortium this included a total of 23 authorities ranging in size from between one and six local authorities per consortia.  In addition, six VI services reported that they had a single service, but also supported adjoining local authorities which ranged from between one and three authorities.  (Appendix – Table 14b)

Funding arrangements within the VI service in most local authorities were organised centrally (68 per cent), rather than delegated to schools, and this was the case across England, Scotland and Wales. However, a small number of VI services in England and Wales reported that their budget was partially delegated to mainstream schools with resourced provision (eight per cent).  No VI services said that they fully delegated their budget to schools.  Examples of specific funding arrangements in local authorities included one VI service that reported having centrally funded support for mainstream and non-VI special schools and that money from the authority was delegated to the mainstream schools with a resource base and to the special school.  However, these were not under the management of the VI service. Two other VI services reported that they were centrally funded but had Matrix funding which covered the cost of teaching assistants. (Appendix – Table 15)

3.2
VI resourced schools
Fifteen VI services reported a total of 31 additionally resourced mainstream secondary schools that were managed centrally; an average of two schools per local authority.  The maximum number of schools reported by any one VI service was 12.   Nine VI services reported that they had a total of 18 additionally resourced mainstream primary schools which were centrally managed by the VI service.  Again, this averaged to around two schools per local authority.  The maximum number of additionally resourced primary schools reported by any one VI service was nine.  Fewer VI services reported having additionally resourced special schools.  Where this was the case, the total number of schools within these authorities ranged from between one and five and the maximum number of schools in any one authority was four (Table 16a in Appendix).

In comparing the number of additionally resourced schools that were centrally managed with those that were funded and managed by the schools themselves, there was a similar pattern, especially in terms of mainstream schools.  Nineteen VI services reported a total of 23 mainstream secondary schools with such an arrangement, with a maximum of three in any one authority.  Eleven VI services said that they had a total of 14 mainstream primary schools with a maximum of two in any one authority.  Slightly more VI services reported that they had additionally resourced special schools that were funded and managed by the school in comparison with those that were centrally managed.  For instance, six VI services said they had a total of 19 (non-VI) all-age special schools with a maximum of nine schools in any one local authority (Table 16b)
Table Q16a. 
Additionally resourced schools: central 



management (filter question)

	Number of additionally resourced schools
	Total number of schools*
	Maximum number of schools in any one LA*
	Number of LAs reporting additional resources*

	Mainstream primary schools
	18
	9
	9

	Mainstream secondary schools
	31
	12
	15

	Special (non-VI) primary schools 
	1
	1
	1

	Special (non-VI) secondary schools
	4
	3
	2

	Special (non-VI) all-age schools
	5
	4
	2


*Funded and managed centrally by VI service
Numeric data

All those who reported additional funding arrangements (58 authorities)

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

Table Q16b. 
Additionally resourced schools: school 


management (filter question)

	Number of additionally resourced schools
	Total number of schools
	Maximum number of schools in any one LA
	Number of LAs reporting additional resources

	Mainstream primary schools
	14
	2
	11

	Mainstream secondary schools
	23
	3
	19

	Special (non-VI) primary schools 
	5
	2
	4

	Special (non-VI) secondary schools
	4
	3
	2

	Special (non-VI) all-age schools
	19
	9
	6


*Funded from school budget and managed by school
Numeric data

All those who reported additional funding arrangements (59 authorities)

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


3.3
Provision of support

The findings so far have highlighted the different approaches reporting VI services have in terms of how they are organised, structured and funded.  Chapter 2 has also provided an estimation of how many children and young people are currently supported by the VI services across England, Scotland and Wales and, encouragingly, almost half (48 per cent) of authorities said they did not think that there were any children and young people with VI whose needs they were currently unable to meet. However, just under one fifth (18 per cent) of VI services felt the opposite was the case. (Appendix – Table 17a). 

Reporting VI services said that the main reasons for not being able to meet the needs of all children and young people were insufficient staff and insufficient funding.  In particular, some respondents reported on the growing number of children and young people the VI service was expected to support, which had meant they were sometimes unable to provide the level of support they would have liked, ideally, to have made available.

The questionnaire also asked respondents to indicate which groups of children and young people for whom they felt most unable to meet the needs.  Responses to this question were provided by only 24 VI services and so should be regarded as indicative only.  However, ten VI services felt that children and young people with visual perceptual difficulties (not arising from a medically diagnosed visual condition for instance) and children and young people with MDVI in special (non-VI) schools were particularly affected by the problem of insufficient staffing.  Seven VI services also felt that insufficient staffing was a problem for children and young people with squints.  However, the problem of insufficient funding appeared to be more widespread.  Eight VI services reported insufficient funding as a problem, referring to a wide range of children and young people who were affected (Appendix – Table 17b).

As perhaps would be expected, in order to allocate and prioritise resources, many VI services reported that they had established criteria for providing support to children and young people with visual impairments.  In fact, over half of the 131 reporting authorities reported this to be the case (Table 18a).  In over half of these cases (55 per cent) support criteria was made available via printed leaflets available from the local authority.  Just over one tenth of the VI services published the criteria on the local authority website (12 per cent), although this was reported only by English VI services. 

Just over one fifth (22 per cent) of VI services provided an ‘other’ response to this question.  Of these, eight said that they held the documentation internally, either in paper form or electronically, and that team members had access to it.  Three VI services reported that the information was available on request.   Despite the fact that many VI services published their support criteria a small number reported that this documentation was only available internally or on request,  which highlights a potential barrier to service users in accessing this kind of information. (Appendix – Table 18b)

Table Q18a
Criteria for providing support

	Criteria are established
	%
	N

	Yes
	57
	74

	No
	9
	12

	Not known
	1
	1

	No response
	34
	44

	N =
	131
	131


A single response item

Due to rounding, percentages may not sum to 100

88 authorities answered this question

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

3.4
Monitoring and evaluation

The findings from this current survey have highlighted the range of different approaches local authorities had adopted to structuring their VI services and how they managed and funded them.  [In Chapter 5 we also draw attention to the fact that much of the provision appears to be child-centred and driven by the needs of service users.]  In some VI services resourced schools were also part of VI service delivery and, of course, whilst the majority of service provision took place within authorities, some was outsourced to other local authorities.  With this in mind it would seem that monitoring and evaluating the impact of the VI service would be paramount.  However, only half the VI services reported that they evaluated the impact of the VI service.  Proportionally fewer VI services in Scottish authorities (six out of 17) reported evaluating service impact compared with VI services in Welsh authorities (seven out of 14) and VI services in English authorities (53 out of 100). Just over 50 VI services did not provide a response to this question.  (Table 19a)

Of the VI services that did respond, 66 went on to highlight the methods of evaluation they used for evaluating impact.  In the main, informal methods of collecting data appeared to be more widespread then more formal approaches.  For instance, provision of feedback via questionnaires or evaluation forms was a popular choice in many of the VI services, particularly in terms of feedback from parents and carers (82 per cent) and head teachers (80 per cent).  Individual pupil’s test results were also commonly used (79 per cent).  However, feedback from pupils themselves was less evident (62 per cent).  (Table 19b). One VI service reported that they were currently developing an evaluation form that would be completed bi-annually by parents and teachers and that they were developing a similar measure for pupils.

The use of more formal approaches such as assessment tools were less frequently mentioned, with under one fifth of VI services reporting these options compared with more informal approaches such as questionnaires.  It could be that formal assessment methods are more expensive and time consuming to administer, and, as we have already discussed, funding and staffing levels have been highlighted as an issue in some VI services. 

Table 19a
Service involvement in evaluating impact

	Evaluation takes place
	%
	N

	Yes
	50
	66

	No
	8
	11

	Not known
	2
	3

	No response
	39
	51

	N =
	131
	131


A single response item

Due to rounding, percentages may not sum to 100

80 authorities answered this question

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

3.5
Annual reviews

In considering the extent of monitoring and evaluation undertaken by VI services, especially in terms of monitoring of placements in other authorities, the survey found that the majority of VI services (60 per cent) reported that annual reviews of out-of-authority placements took  place (Table 20a).  A higher proportion of VI services in English authorities reported that these took place.  In over half of the reported cases, such reviews were attended by an educational psychologist.  Special Educational Needs (SEN) officers were also frequently identified as attending annual reviews (41 per cent). 

Over half of VI services provided an ‘other’ response to this question.  Of these, around one half (35 VI services) reported that a member of teaching staff attended annual reviews.  In most cases this was reported as being a QTVI but ATVIs, advisory teachers and lead advisory teachers were also mentioned.  What the data does not reveal is the combination of staff who attended annual reviews of out-of-authority placements - whether service staff attended the review by themselves or alongside their colleagues, for example.   However, in most cases, there is clearly representation from the local authority through the educational psychologist and/or SEN officer but also from schools themselves through teaching staff.  (Appendix – Table 20b)

Table 20a
Annual review of out-of-authority placements

	Reviews take place?
	%
	N

	Yes
	60
	79

	No
	5
	6

	Not known
	1
	1

	No response
	34
	45

	N =
	131
	131


A single response item

Due to rounding, percentages may not sum to 100

86 authorities answered this question

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


3.6
Summary

The information garnered from the reporting VI services revealed that on the whole most VI services operated as a single service covering the whole local authority and tended to be incorporated within either the broader SEN or sensory services.  Funding arrangements were largely centralised, however, a small number of VI services did partially delegate their budget to mainstream schools with resourced provision.  However, there was by no means a ‘standard’ structure or mode of operation amongst the VI services which was compounded further in those authorities which operated a consortia arrangement and/or partially delegated their budget to resourced schools.  In addition, the outsourcing of provision to other authorities for some children and young people added yet another layer of complexity to service provision. 

VI service provision was further diversified by the fact that some authorities were also funding and managing additionally resourced mainstream and special schools.  This was complicated further, in some authorities, in which provision for children and young people with VI was funded and managed by the schools themselves.  

Encouragingly, despite the different approaches to how VI services were managed, organised and funded there were relatively few that felt they were unable to meet the needs of children and young people with VI.  Where this was the case, insufficient staffing and funding shortfalls were commonly cited.

In addition, the monitoring and evaluation of service provision amongst VI services was limited.  Where monitoring and evaluation was taking place the provision of feedback using questionnaires or evaluation forms was a popular choice, particularly in terms of feedback from parents and carers and headteachers.  However, feedback from pupils themselves and the use of more formal approaches such as assessment tools were less regular.
Indeed some ‘standardisation’ - or rather the current lack of standardised practices and unified approaches across VI services, in terms of how they are structured and, ultimately, how they record and collate data as well as the impact this may have on service provision , may need to be considered. 

4.
Staffing and training in VI services

Local authority visual impairment services, as noted in Chapter 3, were rarely established as a separate entity, but were largely located within a generic SEN or authority sensory service.  The majority of the respondents to this survey, as noted in Chapter 1, tended to have specific responsibilities for visual impairment (as one respondent noted, ‘[the service] is staffed by only one person, myself’), 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 the authority.  Obtaining a national picture of staffing levels and the extent to which staff have been trained for teaching, assessing or working with children and young people who have a visual impairment is, therefore, not straightforward.  

4.1
Staffing levels and deployment

Few VI services reported unfilled teaching posts; only 14 VI services said that they had such posts (equivalent, in total, to 8.9 full-time teachers) and, in six instances, these were newly vacant (see Table 21a).  The story was similar for non-teaching posts, with only six unfilled posts identified (see Table 22a).  Nonetheless, it was clear that overall levels of staffing were not high.  While 84 respondents listed a total of 457 teaching and management staff across their VI service (suggesting an average of five posts per service) the average amount of contractual time devoted to services for children and young people with visual impairment was rather more limited (see Table 23 in Appendix).  In the VI services where respondents had provided full information both about total staffing numbers and on full-time equivalent posts (FTE),
 it would appear that the average time allocation for management of the VI service was generally less than one full-time member of staff.  The average time allocation of a Head of Sensory Service was 0.89 FTE; that of a Head of VI Service was 0.8 FTE and that of a VI team leader/coordinator, 0.86 FTE (see Table 23a in Appendix).  In many VI services, particularly the one based in smaller authorities, this management role was combined with a case-load as well as with liaison with other sensory services, schools, colleges and other agencies.  

Although the mean number of VI advisory teachers within any one VI service in Great Britain was 4.17, the average post was for a four-fifths contract (0.8 FTE or four days a week).  For VI teachers based in schools, the average size of team was 1.3, but the average contract was for between 2.5 and three days a week (approximately 0.6 FTE).  The picture in delegated resource schools was similar, with little management time (0.42 FTE) though with an average full-time contract for VI teachers.  

Peripatetic staff and advisory were deployed in a number of different ways by the services that responded to the survey (see Table 24).  Although over one third (34 per cent) gave no response to this question, others reported that the most common strategies were to deploy them across all geographical areas, key stages and specialisms (38 per cent of all authorities), or on the basis of specific skills, knowledge or specialism (35 per cent of all authorities).  Splits by pupil age, phase of education or key stage (20 per cent of all authorities) or on a purely geographical basis (15 per cent) were marginally less common.  It should be noted, however, that the likelihood of deployment by geographical area was significantly greater in the VI services in the larger authorities (p<0.01). 

Teaching assistants (TAs) dominated the non-teaching staff deployed by the VI services in the local authorities, with a total of 323 central staff members (172.6 FTE) reported by respondents.  This equates to a mean of 4.2 FTE TAs per VI service (see Table 25a in Appendix).  Outside the central team, schools’ recruitment and deployment of teaching assistants for work with children and young people with visual impairment appeared common.  In total, 1,630 such TAs were reported in post across 58 of the reporting VI services, with a mean of 28 (primarily appointed by schools) in any schools in any one VI service (see Table 26 in Appendix).  In 50 cases, the VI service in the authority said that it played a role in the recruitment of such staff (see Table 27a in Appendix), with just under three-quarters of these, in each instance, involved in writing job descriptions and person specifications (70 per cent), shortlisting (74 per cent) and interviewing (74 per cent) (see Table 27b in Appendix).  

Some respondents indicated that service involvement in recruitment was not part of a service protocol or part of a package of standard practice for schools, but was provided at the request of individual schools or in cases where pupils might have complex or specific needs.  Responses indicated that, in some cases in England, the VI service would have welcomed a greater degree of involvement, with comments such as ‘we are sometimes involved in [recruiting TAs] – particularly for children with high needs – though this is by invitation/persistence only’ and the suggestion that the extent to which they could be involved was ‘dependant on the schools’ willingness to receive advice’.  One VI service in Wales said that they were not involved in recruitment as ‘TAs in schools are employed on a temporary basis and therefore are not interviewed. [The] VI service advise what is required for the role and support TA where necessary’.  A VI service in a Scottish authority highlighted the seasonality of involvement; ‘Recruitment by the service is restricted to July & August – schools appoint their own classroom assistants during term time’.

Amongst the non-teaching staff (other than teaching assistants), mobility instructors (65) and resource technicians (42) were reported most often, although the mean FTE for such personnel within reporting VI services was around 1.0 FTE (in other words, no more than one member of staff, in total, had specific responsibility for providing this service across the whole authority).  In contrast, though fewer such staff were identified, the FTE for intervenors (13 posts) and dedicated early years staff (22 posts) in reporting VI services was higher (means of 1.3 FTE and 1.8 FTE  respectively). 

The age profile of staff in the VI service, as in the 2003 survey, suggests a skew towards older personnel (see Table 28 in Appendix).  Over half (54 per cent) of the staff members were said to be in the 50 to 65 age group and one third were aged between 40 and 49.  With few younger staff – only one per cent were reported to be under 30 years of age – there may be some concern about the future of the VI services (a concern also noted in 2003).  Although only a few respondents took the opportunity to express particular concern about future specialist staffing levels (‘We find it very hard to recruit QTVIs’, for example) there was wider acknowledgement that staffing levels were sometimes strained (‘Under staffed & under resourced!’ – VI service England) and that staff in the service had to be flexible and multi-skilled, often leading to caseloads that were seen as too large or skills that were thought to be spread too widely: 

The VI service is part of a team with VI/PI/ASD/Dyslexia. We have no Head of Service, no TLRs, nobody with delegated time for [other] activities … and other Admin work which cannot be completed by our shared office staff. We are now also part of a Specialist Teaching and Psychology Team (StePS) in a move to improve multi-agency communication. Our resource officer is over-stretched in that he has to deal with IT issues as well as modification and adaptation of work. (England)
4.2
Staff qualifications and training

Not all staff deployed in management or teaching roles had QTVI status.  This was more evident where the management of the visual impairment service was located in a generic sensory service; less than half (eight) of the 21 staff reported in such posts had a QTVI qualification and none were said to be training for it (see Table 29a in Appendix).  Heads of VI service, by contrast, were generally reported to be fully qualified; only one of the staff in the 23 posts notified had not yet achieved a qualification and this person was in training at the time of the survey.  Team leaders, advisory staff and teachers based in schools were largely fully qualified, although 13 per cent of the peripatetic teachers, ten per cent of central staff teams based in schools or resources bases and 14 per cent of the staff in resourced schools were said to be undergoing QTVI training at the time of the survey.  Nonetheless, across the 85 VI services who provided detailed staffing information for this survey, there are still a minority of peripatetic teachers and other teaching staff working with children and young people with a visual impairment who have no QVTI qualification (around six per cent of the total staff complement).  

On the whole, funding for QVTI training was funded by the local authority (see Table 29b in Appendix). This was the case in 94 per cent of the 85 cases where VI services made a response.  School budgets (two per cent of authorities) and Standards Fund money (via the local authority) were quoted as other sources, with some services being uncertain where the money came from (two per cent of authorities).  No VI services reported that practitioners had to fund their own training.

In addition to staff with specific QTVI status, some respondents identified other qualifications amongst their teams including those with QTS (but not QTVI); those who were qualified in Deaf Education (particularly in Scotland); those who were MSI specialists (mainly in England); those who were braille trained and those who were specialists in skills such as touch typing.  

Specific training in the use of the Development Journal (see Chapter 5) was reported in just over half (51 per cent) of the English services (see Table 30a in Appendix).  Most of these (48 authorities) provided some details about the extent of penetration of that training into the service. In total, at the time the survey was undertaken, 432 people (not all of whom were VI staff) were said to have been trained, 37 per cent by attending an Early Support one day workshop and the remainder via cascaded training within their authority (see Table 30b in Appendix).  The median number of VI staff trained in the reporting VI services (five QTVIs) largely reflected the average number of FTE QTVIs (4. 2 peripatetic/advisory staff plus management staff) in any one service.  

Strategies for staff training for the Journal varied across VI services.  While one service appeared to have sent most of its VI staff complement to the workshop (13 QTVIs and three TAs) others preferred to adopt the cascade model; one QTVI who attended the training workshop subsequently trained 78 members of staff (72 of them early years specialists and not staff specifically for children with visual impairment) in that service.  Some respondents noted the very recent introduction of the Journal into their service, with a few saying they were still trialling the approach.  As a result, there was no report of widespread training in those services.

4.3
In summary 

The level of staffing of VI services was not high, although some services clearly felt that they had sufficient staffing, skills and resources to meet all needs.  Others, however, identified particular concerns around the need for VI staff to be multi-skilled or to be responsible for too large an area (whether geographically based or needs based).  An emerging concern, and one which was also evident in 2003, is the age profile of staff in the VI services.  Within the next ten to 15 years, over half the current staff will have retired and their replacements, on the basis of the current age profile, are more likely to be aged over 50 than to be in their 30s.  

5.
VI service provision

This Chapter reports on the nature and range of support and assessment provided by the VI service to children under the age of five.  It also presents information on the arrangements concerning the provision of mobility education by the VI service.

5.1
Children under five years

As outlined in Chapter 2, VI services reported that they supported just under 3,000 children with VI who were under the age of five, the majority of whom were educated within local authorities.  Around half of the under fives were reported as not having any additional disabilities and/or SEN.  

5.1.1
Support during term time

The 2003 survey reported that 28 per cent of blind and partially sighted children under the age of five were supported at home full-time and a further 33 per cent were supported at home on a part-time basis.  The 2008 survey sought information on where young children were supported by the VI service.  All of the 86 VI services that provided a response to this question said that all children aged 23 months or less were supported in their own home (or in childcare settings) during term time, although respondents also indicated a range of additional settings in which they provided support.  As children got older, fewer services reported providing home support: 82 of the 86 said they made such provision for children aged between 24 and 35 months and 74 of the 86 said this was the case for children aged between 36 and 59 months (see Table 31a).

For these older children the extent of support in early years’ settings or school settings (such as nursery or reception classes) was greater than for the younger children, as might be expected.  Sixty of the 86 reporting VI services said that children who were 23 months or less were supported in an early years’ setting compared with 74 out of 86 that reported such support for children aged between 24 and 35 months and 79 out of 86 that reported this for children aged between 36 and 59 months.

School settings (that is, nursery or reception class in mainstream or special school) were also commonly reported for the older age group. Eighty five of the 86 reporting VI services said that children aged between 36 and 59 months were supported in a school setting compared with 57 out of 86 for those aged between 24 and 35 months and 38 out of 86 for children less than 23 months.

Overall, provision for the under fives appeared to be relatively flexible.  Indeed, some services reported supporting children in a hospital or health setting, in child development and children’s centres; one service said that they would provide support in any setting in which the child was located.  It appeared that the VI service, particularly for younger children, was largely governed by a child-centred approach.

5.1.2
Support during school holidays

VI services, in general, seemed willing to offer a flexible service during school holidays.  For instance, several VI services noted offering an ‘on-call’ service during school holidays and many were keen to stress that support was there for families during school holidays if it was needed.

Support in the child’s home appeared to continue, to some extent, during the school holidays.  Eighty VI services provided a response to this question and, of these, around 30 (across each age category) reported that they visited the child’s home or placement during school holidays.  Around 40 reported that they maintained telephone contact with the parent or carer during school holidays.  Provision of holiday support in the child’s home or placement was slightly more prevalent amongst the younger age groups, although telephone contact was fairly equally distributed across all three age groups. It should be noted, however, that although no services said they were unable to provide support to these younger children during term time, one fifth of the surveyed services said that they provided no support during school holidays (Table 31b).

Table 31a

Children under five years – support 



settings during term time (percentage 


by age group)

	Support Settings
	23 months or less

%
	24-35 months

%
	36-59 months

%

	Within the child’s home
	66
	63
	56

	In early years’ settings
	46
	56
	60

	In settings where child iscared for by a childminder
	44
	42
	39

	School settings (i.e. nursery or reception class in mainstream or special school)
	29
	44
	65

	Other settings
	5
	5
	5

	Support not provided
	0
	0
	0

	Not known
	0
	0
	0

	No response to this question
	34
	34
	34

	N = 131
	
	
	


A series of multiple response questions

More than one answer could be put forward so percentages do not sum to 100

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


Table 31b

Children under five years – support provided 


during school holidays (percentage by age 


group)

	Type of Support
	23 months or less

%
	24-35 months

%
	36-59 months

%

	Visits to the child’s home/placement
	27
	25
	22

	Telephone contact with parent/carer
	31
	31
	30

	No support provided
	21
	20
	20

	Contractual arrangement with other type of service (e.g. Portage)
	5
	5
	4

	Not known
	0
	0
	0

	Other type of support
	10
	11
	10

	No response to this question
	39
	40
	42

	N = 131


A series of multiple response questions

More than one answer could be put forward so percentages do not sum to 100

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

5.1.3
Assessment of under fives

The Development Journal for Babies and Children with visual impairment was not as prevalent as might have been expected.
  Comments from VI services seemed to indicate that, although nearly half of the responding services in England reported using the Journal, its use for assessment purposes in the under fives was still in its infancy and that other tried and trusted methods continued to be used across many services.  For example, one VI service reported:

If vision is the main disability we choose whatever approach is most suitable in the circumstances.  We are still trialling the Development Journal.  We only have one young child with apparently only visual impairment but have used it flexibly with some who have other needs. (England)
Nevertheless, the Developmental Journal for Babies and Children with Visual Impairment, alongside Oregon, were the two most frequently reported methods by which children under the age of five (with and without MDVI) were routinely assessed.  Both of these strategies for assessing and recording progress were more prevalent amongst children with no MDVI than with children with MDVI, although, whilst the reported use of Oregon remained stable across the age groups, the use of the Development Journal was lower for those children without MDVI.  Methods such as Portage were used by between 18 and 23 per cent of services (Table 32), but nearly eight per cent of services said they used no formal process for children with MDVI and four per cent said that there was no formal assessment procedure in place for children without MDVI.
Table 32
Children under five years (with and without 

MDVI) – assessing and recording progress 

	Type of Support
	23 months or less
	24-35 months
	36-59 months

	
	No MDVI

%
	MDVI

%
	No MDVI

%
	MDVI

%
	No MDVI

%
	MDVI

%

	Oregon
	42
	29
	42
	30
	41
	30

	Developmental Journal for Babies and Children with Visual Impairment
	49
	38
	47
	37
	38
	34

	No formal approach used
	4
	8
	4
	8
	4
	8

	Not known
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0

	Other (e.g. Portage)
	21
	23
	20
	22
	18
	22

	No response
	34
	37
	34
	37
	38
	39

	N = 131


More than one answer could be put forward so percentages do not sum to 100

Note that the Development Journal is used in England alone.  The calculations presented here have not been weighted to reflect this.

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

5.1.4
 Health service referrals for babies and children  

         with VI 
Considering the move to integrated children’s services, relatively few VI services (three per cent) reported that they had a service level agreement in place with health services for referring children with VI under the age of five. Despite this, several services specifically noted that they had a multi-agency approach to referrals:

[The] service works collaboratively with Health professionals through a monthly Visual Impairment Support Services for Children in the Community. (Scotland)

The most commonly reported system of health service referrals was an established arrangement with individual health professionals from one or more hospitals or health service providers (47 per cent). The extent of recording of this approach was similar across each of the three countries (England, Wales and Scotland). 
Encouragingly, referrals which were ad hoc were less common (12 per cent).  Other VI services reported a mixed strategy for referrals, as one service summarised:

Most referrals come through the early years support panel which is multidisciplinary but some come via child development centres or eye hospitals. (England)

None of the reporting services indicated that a referral system was not in place. (Table 33).
5.2
Mobility education

5.2.1
Assessment for mobility education

Reporting VI services most frequently said that some children and young people with visual impairment in their local authority were assessed for mobility education (40 per cent); this was proportionally greatest in Scotland. One quarter (25 per cent) of VI services said that all children and young people with visual impairment  were assessed; this was proportionally greatest in Wales followed by England.  Very few services reported that no children and young people with visual impairment  were assessed.  Forty four per cent of VI services said that some children and young people with MDVI were assessed and this was proportionally similar across England and Scotland and slightly lower in Wales.  Twelve per cent reported that all children and young people with MDVI were assessed. (Table 34a)

Importantly, the data revealed that there was no standard pattern for the assessment of mobility education. For example:

· a total of 85 VI services reported carrying out at least some assessment (two VI services said no children or young people were assessed and 44 did not provide a response)

· in 16 VI services all children and young people (whether with visual impairments or MDVI) were routinely assessed.  

· all children and young people with VI but only some with MDVI were assessed in 13 VI services and in 45 VI services some pupils (whether with visual impairments or MDVI) were assessed. 

· in 2 VI services some VI, but no children and young people with MDVI were assessed 

· in one VI service, some  children and young people with visual impairment were assessed, but the state of MDVI assessments was not known.

Table 34a

Mobility Assessments for children and 


young people with VI

	Provision made for Assessment 
	Children/

Young people with VI
%
	Children/

Young people with MDVI
%

	All pupils are routinely assessed 
	25
	12

	Some pupils are assessed 
	40
	44

	No pupils are assessed
	2
	3

	Not known
	0
	1

	No response
	34
	40

	N
	131
	131


A series of single response items

Due to rounding, percentages may not sum to 100

87 authorities responded to the question on children with visual impairment and 79 authorities responded to the question on children with MDVI
A total of 79 authorities responded to both sets of items 

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

Table 34b

Mobility Provision (filter question)

	Mobility provision made 
	Children/

Young people with VI
%
	Children/

Young people with MDVI
%

	All pupils assessed as needing mobility education receive it
	85
	69

	Some pupils assessed as needing mobility education receive it
	14
	28

	No pupils assessed as needing mobility education receive it
	0
	0

	Not known
	0
	1

	No response
	1
	3

	N =
	85
	74


A single response item

Filter question: all those who reported conducting mobility assessments

Due to rounding, percentages may not sum to 100

A total of 74 authorities answered both elements of this question

84 authorities answered the question on children/young people with visual impairment 
72 authorities answered the question on children/young people with MDVI 

Source: RNIB/NFER Survey of Educational Provision. England, Scotland and Wales 2008
All reporting VI services said that either all or some pupils who were assessed as needing mobility education received it.  However, some children and young people with MDVI appeared to be less likely to be candidates for mobility education than other pupils and students, even when they were assessed as needing it.  Eighty five per cent of VI services said all pupils with VI assessed as needing mobility education received it compared with 69 per cent of services that reported that all of pupils with MDVI assessed as needing mobility education did so.  More VI services said that only some of the pupils and students with MDVI assessed as needing mobility education received it, with 28 per cent of services saying that some children and young people with MDVI received mobility education compared with 14 per cent of services saying this was the case for those without complex difficulties (VI pupils).  (Table 34b
As with arrangements for assessing children and young people for mobility education, the pattern of provision was diverse.  For example:

· of the 33 VI services that had reported routine assessments for all children with visual impairment 31 said that all young people needing mobility education received it
· 41 of the 52 VI services who reported some assessments for children with visual impairment said that all young people needing mobility education received it

· 37 of the 58 VI services who reported some assessments for children with MDVI said that all young people needing mobility education received it. 
In the case of children and young people with MDVI, 14 of the 16 VI services who reported routine assessments for children with MDVI said that all young people needing mobility education received it, but two said that this was not the case. 

5.2.2 
Provision of mobility education

On the whole, mobility education tended to be provided during school holidays, with 69 per cent of services reporting this to be the case.  The reporting of provisions was proportionally similar across each of the three countries.  However, a proportionally greater number of authorities in England (19 out of 64) and Wales (three out of 10) in comparison with Scotland (two out of nine) said they did not provide this sort of education during school holidays. (Table 35 in Appendix)

In terms of the spread of mobility education across the age groups, proportionally more VI services reported that children and young people with visual impairment received mobility education across each of the age groups compared with children and young people with MDVI.  This was particularly noticeable in the under fives age group.  Amongst children and young people with MDVI, just over 80 per cent of VI services reported that 12 to 16 year olds were receiving mobility education compared with 76 per cent of VI services  that reported mobility education was received by five to 11 year olds. In addition, around three quarters of VI services reported that children with visual impairment under the age of five received mobility education compared with just over half of VI services that reported children with MDVI who were under five received mobility education.  (Table 36)

Table 36
Mobility education (by age group)

	Receiving mobility
education
	Children/

Young people with VI
%
	Children/

Young people with MDVI
%

	Under 5 years
	76
	56

	5 to 11 years
	95
	76

	12 – 16 years
	95
	81

	No response to this question
	5
	13

	N = 
	84
	72


More than one answer could be put forward so percentages do not sum to 100

A total of 66 authorities gave an answer to both parts of this question.

A total of 81 authorities gave at least one response to this question.

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

Twenty six VI services provided details of the main reasons for not providing mobility education for children and young people with visual impairment (see Table 36b in Appendix).  Nine services said it was down to the fact that mobility education was provided by social services and not the VI service.   Eight services said that the VI service did not have access to appropriately trained staff and seven  said that it was due to limited funding.  The reasons given for not providing mobility education for children with MDVI were similar.  It should be noted that a large proportion of VI services did not provide a response to this question, however.  Amongst those that did, many were those who had already said they provided mobility education to some (though not all) young people with visual impairment. Very few respondents to this question were those who said that mobility education was not a service they provided.

5.2.3 Teaching mobility skills

Just under one third (31 per cent) of VI services reported that mobility training was provided by a specialist children’s mobility officer employed by the VI service.  Fifteen per cent of services said that the teaching of mobility skills was carried out by a specialist children’s mobility officer though this was someone bought in from another agency.  Just over one tenth of VI services provided mobility education through a peripatetic teacher (QTVI) who was additionally trained in providing mobility education (Table 37 in Appendix).  In addition, some VI services reported that teaching assistants had been additionally trained to provide mobility education.  

In all, the responsibility and skills for the provision of mobility education did not appear to be located within any one group or set of individuals within the VI team. One VI service in a local authority in Scotland, for example, said that a social worker had been trained as a mobility specialist. Nor were all providers qualified as mobility specialists:

Officers working with children and young people do not have a specific children’s mobility qualification but they have followed a one year Open University course in child development and have taken additional short courses on teaching mobility to children with VI. (England).
5.3
In summary 

VI service provision, particularly for younger children, appeared to be largely governed by a child-centred approach, key to which was flexibility.  During term time, the type of support setting for children under the age of five tended to change according to the age of the child.  The younger children were often supported in their own home and, as they got older, they were increasingly supported in an early years or school setting. Whilst support tended to be scaled down, during school holidays many of the VI services still provided an on-call service and were keen to stress that support was available to families if they needed it.

In terms of assessment for the under fives the Development Journal for Babies and Children with visual impairment was not as prevalent throughout the VI services in England as may have been expected.  However, the Journal is still in its infancy in terms of roll-out and training programme and, therefore, data on its use at this point in time may be somewhat premature.  Nevertheless the Journal and Oregon were the two most frequently reported methods of routine assessment for children under five.  

The extent of multi-agency working between the VI service and health services was also open to question.  Relatively few VI services reported they had  a service level agreement in place with health services for referring children with VI under the age of five.  However, no VI service said that they had no referral system in place.  This, perhaps, raises the issue about the extent to which VI services have in place formal procedures for referrals, especially considering the restructuring of local authorities and the move towards integrated children’s services.

Data about the assessment and provision of mobility education in VI services revealed that there was no standard pattern or approach.  In the main, VI services reported carrying out atleast some assessment but the criteria for who was assessed was dependant on individual VI services.  All reporting VI services said that either all or some children and young people who were assessed as needing mobility education received it but, again, the pattern of provision was diverse.

6.
Conclusions

Although service provision for children and young people with VI 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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� 	The NFER feel that the quality of the data collected on children and young people without a formal diagnosis of ASD, but who might be on the ASD spectrum, is not robust enough to be recorded here.  


� 	Note that, as discussed above, respondents did not provide the disability status of 2,909 (18 per cent) of the 16,008 children and young people who were reported as having some form of visual impairment.  Of these 2,909, 2,881 (99 per cent) were educated within the authority and 28 were educated outside the authority. 


� 	In the 65 authorities that responded to a question about statementing for SEN, a total of 3,670 pupils were said to have a specific statement or record of need.  This is just over half of those about whom information was provided (just over one fifth of the children and young people with a visual impairment). The relative proportions of those with a statement, by age group, were similar to those identified in 1997 and 2002.  


� 	A direct comparison cannot be made between the two sets of figures.  Data on total numbers of children and young people with a visual impairment was collected by chronological age for the purpose of extrapolation.  Data on educational settings was collected by National Curriculum stages, at the request of the project steering group, to make sure that information on those in compulsory education was collected.  This also means that no direct comparisons with earlier RNIB studies in 1997 and 2003 are possible.


� 	This figure, of 741, is higher than that provided in response to the question about total numbers in out of school settings by age range (529).  More authorities provided numerical data to the question about educational setting of out-of authority pupils than to the question about the age range of out-of authority children and young people.  


� 	Note that the age range for pupils in Scottish schools is different. 


� 	The numbers of respondents providing such information was less than the total number of respondents.  Although 44 VI services provided information about staffing numbers and FTE for at least one of the posts at management level, fewer (only 13 in some cases) provided such detail for other posts within the service.  In some cases, this was because those there were no such posts, in others it was because it was difficult to disentangle responsibilities for children and young people with visual impairment from other responsibilities for SEN or other sensory areas within the authority.  
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