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Estimates of the number of children and young people in the UK with learning disabilities and visual impairment
Introduction
Although there is considerable research evidence that visual impairments are more common among people with learning disabilities, there is no robust epidemiological data on the prevalence of visual impairments in children and adults with learning disabilities in the UK.

RNIB and SeeAbility therefore asked Professor Eric Emerson and Dr Janet Robertson of the Centre for Disability Research (CeDR) at Lancaster University to estimate the number of people with learning disabilities and sight difficulties in the UK. The proportion of children with learning disabilities who have visual impairments was estimated from research undertaken in Denmark.
This has given us for the first time, estimates of the population of children with learning disabilities and seeing difficulties (blindness, partial sight and refractive error) in each of the four countries of the UK. To build upon these findings, further research is currently being carried out with pupils in special schools to produce prevalence estimates from a UK population of children with learning difficulties. 
Method

Emerson and Robertson took population estimates (for specific age groups) for the whole of the UK and combined these with estimates of, 1) the prevalence of learning disabilities in the UK population and, 2) the prevalence of visual impairments among children and adults with learning disabilities. Because they had to estimate the 'true' prevalence of learning disabilities in the UK, and to use prevalence rates taken from Denmark to estimate the number of children with learning disabilities and visual impairment, Emerson and Robertson advise that there is a degree of uncertainty in these estimates. It is possible that the true figures are higher or lower than the figures presented in their report. Nevertheless, as they point out:
"…these are the best estimates available and are consistent with the results of smaller, UK studies. Additional, large-scale research undertaken in the UK would be of considerable benefit in providing more robust estimates with narrower confidence intervals" (p28).

Key messages from the research
· There are estimated to be nearly 410,000 children and young people aged 0 - 19 in the UK with a learning disability

· An estimated 23,175 children and young people with learning disabilities are blind or partially sighted

· The estimated prevalence of blindness and partial sight in the population of children and young people with learning disabilities population is 5.6%
· This means that nearly one in 18 children and young people with learning disabilities is blind or partially sighted
· Just under 3,800 are estimated to be blind

· The estimated prevalence of blindness in children and young people with learning disabilities is 0.93%
· This means that 93 in 1,000 children and young people with learning disabilities is blind

· Just under 19,400 are estimated to be partially sighted

· The estimated prevalence of partial sight in children and young people with learning disabilities is 4.73%

· This means that 47 in 1,000 children and young people with learning disabilities is partially sighted
· An estimated 32,000 children and young people with learning disabilities have myopia (short sightedness resulting in difficulty in focusing on more distant objects
· An estimated 55,000 children and young people with learning disabilities have hyperopia (long sightedness, resulting in difficulty focusing on closer objects) 

· This means that more than one in 5 children and young people  with learning disabilities need glasses
In summary
· This report has given us for the first time, estimates of the population of children with learning disabilities and seeing difficulties (blindness, partial sight and refractive error) in each of the four countries of the UK
· This has given us a far higher estimate of the number of children and young people with learning disabilities and visual impairment than has previously been reported although the prevalence rates are broadly consistent with those found in other studies of children with learning disabilities

· More than 23,000 children and young people aged 0 - 19 with learning disabilities in the UK are estimated to be blind or partially sighted 

· An estimated 88,000 children and young people with learning disabilities in the UK have refractive error 
· Because they had to use prevalence rates taken from Denmark to estimate the number of children with learning disabilities and visual impairment, Emerson and Robertson advise that there is a degree of uncertainty in these estimates. It is possible that the true figures are higher or lower than the figures presented in their report. 
· RNIB is currently working with researchers from the School of Optometry and Vision Science at Cardiff university to obtain estimates of the number and proportion of children and young people in special schools who have a visual impairment or who have refractive error. This is as part of a major project to develop a tool for screening the vision of children in special schools in Wales. Data from this study will be combined with data from similar studies carried out in Scotland and Northern Ireland to calculate reliable estimates of the prevalence of visual impairment in children with learning disabilities for the whole of the UK. We hope the findings from this research will be available by the end of 2011.

To download the full research report visit:

http://www.rnib.org.uk/aboutus/Research/reports/complexneeds/Pages/learning_disability_VI.aspx
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