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FOREWORD

In 2002 I was very pleased to be asked both to deliver the keynote speech at the “Moving On” conference, and to write the foreword to the conference report. In that foreword I expressed my hope that the conference would act as a catalyst for taking forward the whole transition issue, and specifically transition for sensory impaired pupils, in order to stimulate views on how best to create more appropriate support systems. I am delighted therefore to have the opportunity in this foreword to the Moving On research project, to say that my hope has become reality.

“The Learning Country” set out the Welsh Assembly Government’s goal that Wales should have one of the best education and lifelong learning systems in the world. It recognises that to achieve this, provision for 14-19 year olds needs to be transformed in order to break down barriers between organisations, to establish different types of learning and a wider and more diverse range of experiences through which learning takes place.

I am aware that much has been achieved to raise standards across the board but a significant proportion of our young people, particularly those with sensory impairments and other learning difficulties, remain seriously disadvantaged. That is why, again, in our “Learning Country: Learning Pathways 14-19” consultation document, I set out our clear intention to increase participation rates for 16-18 year olds in education, training or employment from the present 88 per cent to at least 95 per cent; to ensure that every student leaves school with qualifications; and that all school leavers have the skills necessary for further education or employment.

It is, therefore, vitally important to me that everyone recognises the critical time that transition from school to further or higher education presents, and that is why I welcome the important research undertaken by RNIB Cymru which clearly identifies the factors leading to, or preventing, the successful transition from school to further education for young people who are visually impaired.

Certainly the Assembly is committed to listening to young people and more importantly, taking on board what they have to say. It is similarly committed to helping all the people of Wales, whatever their personal circumstances, reach their full potential in life, thereby generating the flexible and highly skilled workforce that employers need.

I very much hope that parents and specialists in the field alike will take the time to consider the contents of this report and reflect on the case studies, examples of good practice and recommendations which are contained within it. Above all, we must all work together to put in place better support mechanisms, on which those with sensory impairments rely so heavily, as they make the transition from school to further education. 

Jane Davidson AM

Minister for Education and Lifelong Learning
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DDA


Disability Discrimination Act


DfES


Department for Education and Skills (in England)


DRC


Disability Rights Commission

Dysgu

Department for Training and Education (in Wales)

FE


Further education

HE


Higher education

Inset


In-service training

LEA


Local education authority

LSA


Learning support assistant

PMLD

Profound and multiple learning difficulties

SEN


Special educational needs

SENCO

Special educational needs co-ordinator

SENDA

Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001)
SLD


Severe learning difficulties

TA


Teaching Assistant

VI


Visual impairment/visually impaired

1.
INTRODUCTION

1.1
Background. 

In March 2002 and 2003 two ‘Moving On’ conferences were held jointly by RNIB, RNID and Sense, to discuss issues surrounding transition from school to further education/lifelong learning for students with sensory impairments in Wales. Concerns about the level and nature of support for students with sensory impairments on entering colleges of further education (FE) had been highlighted at the 2002 conference.  There was a perception that loss of the protection of a statement of special educational needs (SEN) when students leave school, combined with the different funding mechanism for further education compared with higher education (HE), have resulted in a lower standard of support for some students with sensory impairments in mainstream FE colleges compared with their peers in schools and HE institutions. 

From discussions held in a series of workshops, the conference delegates concluded that across Wales there was a lack of consistency for young people with sensory impairments in terms of transition planning and of provision in further education.  The main issues of concern relating to post-16 transitions of young people with sensory impairments were: 

Professionals and the young people themselves often have low expectations in terms of the young people’s prospects for continuing education and employment.

There are often no specific protocols in place for young people’s transfer into college.

Assessment for entry into FE is often erratic, and there is no set timetable across the education, social services and health sectors.

There are particular barriers to social inclusion within their home community for young people who attend residential schools and colleges.

Specialist provision for students in FE is often inadequate.  

With a view to addressing some of these concerns, the conference developed a number of recommendations.  There was emphasis upon the importance of strategic thinking and planning in order to ensure an overall quality of service across Wales for young people with sensory impairments. The need for a one-to-one guidance and mentoring service for young people was also identified, as well as individual support from an appropriately trained person for their study needs. Delegates also appealed for an assessment and funding procedure that would give parity to students in FE with their counterparts in HE institutions (RNIB Cymru, 2002).

1.2
Research Aims. 


The recommendations arising from the 2002 and 2003 conferences were based upon the observations and experiences of professionals working directly with young people with sensory impairments. In early 2003 RNIB’s education and employment research department was asked by RNIB Wales to carry out a qualitative research study to investigate the process of post-16 transition for young people with visual impairment. In the light of this request, the aims of the current study were to:

1) Identify the factors leading to, or preventing, a successful transition from school to further education at the age of 16 for young people with visual impairment. For the purposes of this study ‘a successful transition’ is defined as a process that proceeds smoothly and in accordance with the guidelines laid down in the SEN Code of Practice for Wales (2002), resulting in a student who is fully included both in terms of their access to their course of study and of their social inclusion within the school or college community.

2) Describe the experiences of young people with visual impairment on their transition from school to school sixth forms or colleges of further education at the age of 16.

1.2.1
Research Objectives. 

With reference to the existing transition process model, the objective of the research was to identify the factors that enable and that inhibit the successful transition of students with visual impairment on transition to school sixth forms or FE colleges by:

a) Describing the advice and support received from the students’ school, the local education authority (LEA) visual impairment (VI) advisory service and Careers Wales during the transition planning process.

b) Describing the process of transition to school sixth form or college of further education.

c) Identifying the nature of specialist provision for blind and partially sighted students in FE and school sixth form to enable them to access their course of study, and comparing this with the specialist support provided to them at pre-16 level in school.

1.3
Review of the literature

In the remainder of this section we will consider some of the issues raised at the ‘Moving On’ conferences in the light of research into post-16 transition of young people with SEN.  We will also consider some of the research literature that relates specifically to young people with visual impairments. 

1.3.1
Definition of transition. 

In their major study for the DfES into the post-16 transition experiences of young people with SEN, Polat et al (2001) adopt the OECD definition of transition as, “a continuous journey that starts well before pupils leave school and does not end when they first enter work” (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 1996, p. 42). According to this definition therefore, transition at the age of 16 is not regarded as a discrete stage but as part of a continuous process in the journey toward adulthood.  As Polat et al (2001, pp. 42 and 81) note, there may be a variety of indicators of maturation.  Some relate to economic and social independence such as gaining employment and living independently. Others relate to emotional and psychological factors such as forming long term relationships, and learning how to make decisions for and about oneself and take responsibility for the consequences. 

1.3.2
Transition of young people with visual impairment. 

Transition at the age of 16 takes place during adolescence, and as Kirkwood (1997) observes, adolescence is a time of turbulence and change. The Minister for Education and Lifelong Learning, in her foreword to the report of the ‘Moving On’ conference noted that “…the transition from school to further education can be a challenging and often unsettling experience for learners across the board”. The conference had provided a “great opportunity to recognise and highlight the particular challenges and needs faced by those with sensory impairments as they face this difficult changeover” (RNIB Cymru, 2002, p. 1). 

According to Wright (1997), transition to adulthood for young people with visual impairment can be particularly frustrating as they attempt to negotiate the “complex, confusing and occasionally hostile forces of the adult world”. However, factors such as the characteristics of the individual and the environment that he or she is entering will also affect the course of transition (Wright, 1997 p. 116).  Kirkwood (1997) points out that although the impact that visual impairment can have upon autonomy and independence should not be underestimated, it is important not to generalise its effects to all blind and partially sighted young people.  The effects of visual impairment upon an individual at adolescence also depends upon factors such as the extent of the loss and the age at which onset of the condition occurs. Young people who have recently become visually impaired due to a medical condition or trauma, or whose sight has deteriorated recently may be particularly vulnerable during this period.  From their work with blind and partially sighted college students Stockley and Brooks (1995) identified five categories of people who presented “clear difficulties in adjusting to visual loss”, one of which was people experiencing a sudden deterioration and/or fluctuation of their vision. Another of the five categories described by Stockley and Brooks was ‘exaggerated adolescent turmoil’: “Many people experience classic adolescent difficulties such as conflict with parents, problems of achieving satisfactory intimacy or low levels of self-confidence. However, in cases of visual impairment these difficulties may be more pronounced. Episodes of crisis may be triggered by minor external setbacks and seem to be more severe or longer lasting” (Stockley and Brooks, 1995, pp.15-16). In a survey of blind and partially sighted young people and their parents, 67 per cent of parents of young people of secondary school age felt their child would benefit from counselling about their sight difficulty (Crofts et al, 2001). 

According to Owen-Hutchinson, Atkinson and Orpwood (1998), the quality of the transition process dictates the way in which the individual manages their subsequent life experiences. A negative experience of transition can increase the amount of stress the individual is under when they begin a new post-16 education or training course, while a positive experience will ensure that they are adequately prepared to take on new challenges. Clark and Hirst (1989, quoted in Polat et al {2001, p.36}) have likewise, suggested that successful transition to adult life of young people with SEN is a measure of the adequacy of support services provided during transition.  However, what factors constitute ‘adequate support’? From the previous comments it would appear that any approach to transition must be holistic, and address not only a young person’s learning needs but also their social and emotional needs.  In the following section we will look at the literature relating to the transition planning process and also to specialist provision for young people with SEN before and after transition at the age of 16.

1.3.3
Transition planning. 

The transition planning procedure is laid down in the SEN Code of Practice for Wales [2002].  For young people with a statement the process begins formally in Year 9, when a range of people including representatives from Careers Wales and social services are invited to attend the pupil’s annual review by the head teacher. The aim of the Year 9 annual review, apart from reviewing the young person’s statement, is to draw up the transition plan. “The Transition Plan should draw together information from a range of individuals within and beyond school in order to plan coherently for the young person’s transition to adult life. Transition Plans when first drawn up in Year 9 are not simply about post-school arrangements, they should also plan for on-going school provision, under the statement of SEN as overseen by the LEA”. (SEN Code of Practice for Wales, para:9.51). The transition plan is reviewed at all subsequent annual reviews until the young person leaves school.  Where possible it is expected that the young person and their parent/carer will attend the transition review meetings, and the Code of Practice states that, “the views of young people themselves should be sought and recorded wherever possible in any assessment, reassessment or review from Year 9 onwards” (SEN Code of Practice for Wales, para9:55). 

In Year 11, a representative from Careers Wales should attend the review to ensure that the Transition Plan is updated appropriately. Since the beginning of the 2003 academic year, the National Assembly has had a separate duty under Section 140 of the Learning and Skills Act 2000 for ensuring that an assessment of the young person’s needs on leaving school is undertaken in their final year of school and the provision identified. This duty is carried out by a representative from Careers Wales.  While the head teacher is responsible for overseeing and co-ordinating the delivery of the Transition Plan, Careers Wales will have the lead role in ensuring the delivery of the elements of the Transition Plan that relate to the young person’s transition into further learning or employment.  The Code of Practice also states that schools should consult as appropriate with Careers Wales and other services to ensure that detailed information is transferred to post-16 providers with the young person’s consent and in sufficient time for the post-16 provider to put necessary support in place. 

1.3.4
Multi-agency working. 

Wright (1997, p.119) argues that when transition planning works well it “significantly improves the co-ordination of services and enhances continuity”.  However, she also notes the large number of agencies that can be involved in the process, which can lead to fragmentation of responsibilities causing confusion to young people, their parents and to professionals.  In a DfES case study report of work on transition planning carried out by three SEN regional partnerships in England, the practical difficulties of co-ordinating different agencies and professionals, as well as the “volume of legislation and guidance that affect the work of these agencies” was noted. As a consequence, the transition process could be “complex, and in practical terms, extremely difficult to manage” (DfES, 2003). This finding is consistent with the observation made by delegates at the ‘Moving On’ workshop on assessment that there is no set timetable for transition across the education, health and social services. Similarly, in the DfES study on transition of young people with SEN the authors quote Routledge’s (2000) finding that many people were still not “benefiting from effectively co-ordinated transition support” (Polat et al, 2001, p. 35). However, work undertaken by the three SEN regional partnerships in England on transition planning does appear to have led to improvements in the regions concerned.  There was evidence of improved collaboration between agencies, and emerging evidence of a consequent improvement in quality of services to young people with statements and their parents/carers (DfES, 2003). 
1.3.5
Information to parents and young people. 

As Polat and colleagues have observed, there is a need for parents to be informed about transition issues if they are to participate in and make a contribution to transition planning. They also noted that although the Code of Practice encourages schools to involve parents in transition planning, there is little evidence in the recent literature that this actually occurs.  Their own research found a discrepancy between the information that schools claimed to have provided, and what parents said they had been told.  Although “the vast majority of schools claimed they always provided information related to post-16 transition planning, the transition process and how parents can contribute to the post-16 transition planning process for their child” parents of children in mainstream schools and especially those without statements “seemed to receive limited information” (Polat et al, p.79).  There was no evidence from the study to explain the discrepancy, although the authors speculated that one possible explanation might be parents’ tendency to forget information that was not important or of high priority to them at the time.  Another possible explanation put forward was that schools might give a more positive or ‘glossy’ picture of their provision. 

Research carried out in Scotland found that young disabled people and their families often had difficulty obtaining information about post-school options.  Young people in their study were also often unclear about the purpose of their Transition Plan, although those whose teachers had explained the process in advance were often more comfortable about expressing their views in review meetings (Stalker, 2002). It is notable that involving students with disabilities in their transition planning has been found to be a significant predictor in their subsequent participation in post-16 education (Halpern et al, 1995).

1.3.6
Young people without a statement.  

There is no statutory requirement for transition plans to be provided for young people with special educational needs who do not have a statement.  In fact, the guidance in the Code of Practice with regard to such young people is quite vague, although the importance of providing “appropriate help and guidance” to ensure a successful transition is acknowledged.  The Code also suggests that schools obtain relevant information from Careers Wales, “including details of local and national voluntary organisations” (SEN Code of Practice for Wales, p. 133, para 9:66).  An RNIB survey of local education authority (LEA) Visual Impairment (VI) advisory services in Wales, carried out in 2002 indicated that, based on data from 16 out of 22 LEAs, two in ten blind and partially sighted young people between the ages of 11 and 16 did not have a statement (Keil and Clunies-Ross, 2003).  On the basis of these data, we estimate that in Wales there are likely to be a little over 100 secondary aged young people with sight difficulties who are without a statement, and whose schools are therefore not required to follow the formal transition planning process in preparation for their transition at the age of 16. 

1.3.7
Mentoring. 

In their literature review of disabled students in FE, Bradley, Dee and Wilenius (1994) highlight the importance of pastoral care support during and following transition.  An evaluation of alternative education initiatives for [non-disabled] young people excluded from school also emphasised the importance of including a strong pastoral element in the programmes.  A key finding from the study was the “interplay between the social and emotional wellbeing of young people and their educational performance” (Kendall et al, 2003).  The quality of the relationships between the young people and programme staff was also found to be fundamental to their success.  

The necessity of addressing the social and emotional needs of young people, as well as their learning needs, is acknowledged in the Department for Training and Education (Dysgu) public consultation document ‘Learning Country: Learning Pathways 14 to 19’ (Dysgu, 2002). The years between 14 and 19 are described as “crucial developmental years” (op. cit,, 2002, p.24). Accordingly, Dysgu argues for the continued involvement of parents and carers during this period, “Family support remains a significant factor in success for many young people throughout this age group.  We suggest that whenever appropriate young people should be encouraged to involve parents and carers in decision making” (Dysgu, 2002 p.25). The authors of the consultation paper also acknowledge that some young people may require what they describe as “more intensive support”.  The needs of this group of young people, “…affect their personal, social and emotional development and certainly affect their learning...Needs might include someone to talk to or specific skills development such as conflict resolution" (op. cit. p. 24).

The consultation document contains the proposal that every young person between the ages of 14 to 19 (with and without SEN) has a named individual to act as a ‘learning coach’ to co-ordinate the advice and guidance necessary for their learning and career pathways.  This is consistent with the recommendation arising from the ‘Moving On’ conference that young people with special needs should have access to a mentor to guide them through and beyond transition. Wright (1997, p. 117) sees the role of a mentor as encouraging “the development of those skills which underpin advocacy and self-determination within a framework of knowledge, skills and values”. 

1.3.8
Post-16 destinations.   

Stalker’s (2002) study of young disabled people in Scotland indicated that many disabled school leavers had been offered a narrow range of post-16 options. Possible explanations for this finding were a lack of knowledge about options among those providing advice, or a low level of expectation about the young person’s abilities.  McGinty and Fish (1992) emphasise that it is important not to impose limitations on the choices and opportunities available to young people with disabilities when they leave school. They note that ‘professional and parental preconceptions’ about the effects of disabilities may limit expectations. Simkiss, Garner and Dryden, (1998) found that people’s low expectations about the abilities of blind and partially sighted young people sometimes led to their being steered towards courses of study or employment options perceived to be more ‘suitable’ for someone with a visual impairment.  Clearly the nature and quality of careers advice and guidance provided to young people at this time is of key importance.  Yet Polat et al (2001) note that there has been relatively little research into the quality of work offered by careers services to young people, especially those with SEN. 

A survey of young people with SEN in Scotland found that young people with sensory impairments tended to remain at school or continue into further education following transition (Ward et al, 1992). Young people with SEN currently have the option of staying on at school until they reach the age of 19, either in a specialist school setting or by continuing into the school sixth form. For those with statements, the statement then remains active and their specialist support continues to be provided by the LEA.  Alternatively they may choose to leave school and enter a mainstream or specialist college of further education. Under this option their statement lapses and the LEA ceases to be responsible for providing their specialist support. 

It has not been possible to obtain comprehensive data about the post-16 destinations of young people with visual impairment in Wales. A survey of LEA VI services carried out by RNIB in 2002 obtained details from 13 LEAs about 68 blind and partially sighted young people over the age of 16 in Wales. Almost half of the sample had severe or profound and multiple learning difficulties.  All of the remaining 37 young people were in education.  Just under two in three (24) were at school, one in three (12) were in FE, and one young person was in higher education. The majority (seven in ten) were in mainstream settings while the remainder were in specialist schools or FE colleges for pupils with disabilities (Keil and Clunies-Ross, 2003).

Data collected on the population of all young people in Wales indicates that in 2002, 73 per cent of the Year 11 cohort continued in full time education. Of these, 55 per cent went into school sixth form and 45 per cent enrolled at a further education or tertiary college (Careers Wales, 2003). In the 2001/2002 academic year, just over three per cent of students in further education colleges in Wales were recorded as having a disability (ELWa, 2004). 

Keys et al (1998) stress the importance of providing young people with a choice of post-16 education establishments. Their survey of young people’s post-16 destination decisions showed that whereas some young people are ready to move on from school to an environment that they perceive to be more adult, others show “very strong preferences for remaining in a familiar environment, amongst friends and with teachers they know” (Keys et al, 1998, p. 51). The authors concluded that while the first group would be best served by an FE college, the latter would do best in a school sixth form. 

In its public consultation on the future development of education and training for young people aged between 14 and 19, Dysgu proposes that learning should be treated as a continuum from the ages of 14 to 19, with “assessment at 16 as a progress check, rather than an exit point” (Dysgu, 2002, p.33).  Under the new proposals, learning could take place in a variety of different environments and under a more flexible timetable, with some learning taking place outside of the usual school or college setting and the standard day or term.  If these proposals are implemented they will clearly have implications for educational provision for young people with SEN who have specialist support needs, and for their education and training providers.

1.3.9
Funding. 

As previously discussed, if a young person with SEN remains at school after the age of 16 their statement remains effective and they continue to be supported by the LEA. At present, funding for post-16 education in schools (including for pupils with SEN) goes to the LEA from the National Council for Education and Training for Wales (ELWa).  However, from 2005 all post-16 funding will, with the exception of special schools, go direct to schools.  For students with disabilities who require additional specialist support or equipment, there are different funding mechanisms for further and higher education. 

FE funding is based upon a weighting system in order for the college to provide the “additional learning support required to meet the needs of learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities” (ELWa, 2003).  The learning provider may also apply to ELWa for supplementary funding to purchase specialist equipment in order to meet individuals’ technical support needs, and for their human support needs such as an interpreter or a reader. Such funds as are allocated go direct to the learning provider, which is responsible for purchasing the equipment/recruiting staff. ELWa will also contribute towards the cost of ‘one-off external assessments’ for students with disabilities entering FE, although the amount is not specified (ELWa, para 21).  

In contrast, at HE level funding for student support needs is linked to the individual student in the form of a Disabled Students Allowance for Higher Education, and not to the institution as is the case in FE.  Funding is allocated following a compulsory assessment by an approved agency that is external to the education provider. For students with visual impairment in Wales there are several such agencies with the appropriate expertise and that are authorised to carry out such assessments. The agency – not the education institution – is also required to obtain three separate quotes for equipment that the student has been assessed as needing at university. One of the issues raised by delegates at the ‘Moving On’ conferences, was that there is a lack of parity between FE and HE students in terms of funding.  It was recommended that an allowance similar to the Disabled Students Allowance for Higher Education should be awarded to disabled students in FE, and that this should be based upon a full assessment of the needs of the individual.

In the following sections we will consider the educational support needs of young people with visual impairment.  We will begin with a brief look at some recent research into the number and characteristics of blind and partially sighted young people in Wales.

1.3.10 Population of blind and partially sighted young people in 
Wales.  
Based on findings from Keil and Clunies-Ross (2003), RNIB estimates that in 2002 there were just over 1,300 blind and partially sighted young people up to the age of 16 in Wales.  Just over 500 were between the ages of 11 and 16. This gives a prevalence rate of two children in every 1,000 up to and including the age of 16 with a visual impairment of sufficient severity to require the support of the LEA specialist VI service.  Only one in two of the young people had no additional disabilities; just under one in three had additional complex needs including severe or profound and multiple learning difficulties (SLD/PMLD), while the remainder (just under one in five) were found to have additional disabilities excluding SLD/PMLD. 

These findings demonstrate that the visually impaired population of children and young people is a heterogeneous one, with half having additional disabilities/SEN.  Some insight into the nature and degree of the additional needs of young people with visual impairment is provided by RNIB’s ‘Shaping the Future’ research (Crofts et al, 2001). As Roy (2003) points out, the term ‘visual impairment’ itself covers a wide range of degrees and types of sight loss.  Within this range there are considerable individual differences in terms of the nature, degree, stability and severity of the sight condition.  All these factors have important implications for assessing an individual’s needs to enable them to access the curriculum.

1.3.11 How blind and partially sighted young people access the curriculum. 

Depending upon the degree and nature of their visual impairment, a student may use non-sighted or sighted methods for accessing their course work. Examples of non-sighted methods are braille, audio-tape, and a computer with speech software, while sighted methods may include enlarged or modified print, low vision devices for reading print, and a computer with a large screen monitor, and/or enlarged text on screen. Many will use a combination of methods, depending upon the demands of a particular task. External factors such as level of illumination, seating position, posture, time of day, level of fatigue, degree of stress, and subject-specific demands will all impact on their ability to study effectively. A specialist teacher will take all these factors into account when assessing a student’s support needs. The particular teaching strategies used will also have a major impact.  As Roy (2003) points out, even with appropriate support it is likely that a visually impaired student will require more time to study than a sighted student.  For example, 57 per cent of secondary aged pupils with visual impairment who took part in RNIB’s ‘Shaping the Future’ study said it usually took them longer to complete their homework than their sighted friends (Franklin et al, 2001).  Owen-Hutchinson et al (1998) argue that visually impaired students often have to work much harder than their peers to achieve the same end result. The impact of visual impairment on learning should not be underestimated (Roy, 2003), and ensuring that a student is adequately supported involves planning, co-operation and an understanding of the individual’s needs.

1.3.12 Pre-16 provision for blind and partially sighted young people.  
Most blind and partially sighted children and young people (60 per 
cent) are educated in mainstream provision.  In 2002, 56 per cent of 
visually impaired pupils in Wales were being educated in local 
mainstream schools, and a further four per cent in mainstream 
schools additionally resourced for pupils with a visual impairment. 
The remainder were educated in special schools, most (35 per cent) 
in schools for pupils with learning difficulties (Keil and Clunies-Ross, 
2003).  


Children in mainstream provision are educated in mainstream classes alongside their sighted classmates. Usually a specialist peripatetic teacher of visually impaired pupils, who is employed by the LEA VI service, provides specialist support. In the case of schools with resource centres for visually impaired pupils, the teacher may be based at the school along with other staff trained in visual impairment.  Depending upon the needs of the individual pupil some teachers may undertake direct teaching while others assume an advisory or monitoring role.  A key person in providing pupil support is the teaching assistant (TA) (also known as a learning support assistant {LSA}). Although there is some variation between VI services, the TA is usually responsible for modifying the pupil’s curriculum materials (provided by the mainstream class teacher) into their required format, such as modified print or braille. Duties may also involve direct classroom support such as reading from the blackboard or assisting the pupil in practical lessons such as science. 

As (Roy, 2001, p36) observes regarding educational support for blind and partially sighted pupils in mainstream schools “…we should be aware of the substantial resourcing and professional commitment required to create a supportive environment”.  Resource issues and the importance of professional commitment are highlighted by findings from RNIB’s ‘Shaping the Future’ survey (Franklin et al, 2001) which suggest that visually impaired pupils do not always get their course materials in the required format.  The survey also found that although having sufficient help and resources in the classroom were rated highly by secondary aged pupils, having teachers who listened to them was considered to be the single most important factor that makes a good school by the highest proportion of respondents. Polat et al (2001) suggest that included amongst several factors important to achieving social inclusion of young people with SEN are teacher interest, training and attitude. In England, guidelines have recently been produced in a move towards establishing a national quality standard for educational support services for blind and partially sighted pupils (DfES, 2002). 

1.3.13 Post-16 educational provision for blind and partially sighted young people.  

As discussed previously, most blind and partially sighted young people appear to remain in education following transition at the age of 16. Of those with a statement who remain at school, support continues to be provided by the LEA VI service. In terms of education providers, the options for those who choose to leave school are a residential specialist school or college for blind and partially sighted students outside Wales, or a mainstream FE college. 

An issue arising from the literature relating to young people with visual impairment is the need for them to be able to advocate for themselves once they leave the relatively supportive environment of school and enter FE or HE. Vancil (1997) observed that students with visual impairment have a specialist teacher to intervene on their behalf at school, but in college they have to explain their needs to academic staff independently.  Visually impaired students in Simkiss et al’s, (1998) survey commented on the need to speak up for themselves in order to get support in FE and HE. Vancil (1997) pointed out the difficulties that this might pose for young people who are shy or who lack social skills.  Having to draw attention to their needs can make young people feel uncomfortable, as this HE student describes. “When I tell the staff I can’t see the overhead it makes me feel really awkward. It’s as if I am a burden…” (Waterfield and West, 2002, p. 46).  When faced with this type of situation, it is hardly surprising that two In five visually impaired students said that they sometimes avoided doing things that drew attention to their sight difficulties (Smith et al, 2001).

The main focus of the ‘Moving On’ conferences was support for young people with sensory impairments in further education.  Feedback from the 2002 conference workshop had provided a number of anecdotal examples of problems faced by many students with sensory impairment on arrival at FE college. These included staff who were inadequately prepared to meet their needs, arrangements for their support or for modification of materials were not in place or had been delegated to staff with insufficient experience, and appropriate technology was not in place (RNIB Cymru, 2002).  A survey of blind and partially sighted students in FE and HE found that although some students were happy with the support they had received at college or university, there remained “serious misgivings about the quality of the educational services provided and indeed the personal support offered” (Simkiss et al, 1998, p. 90). Problems such as delays in receiving course or reference materials in their required format, difficulties in using the library, and lack of appropriate technology were experienced by FE and HE students in an RNIB survey carried out during 1998 and 1999 (Smith et al, 2001). Difficulties in accessing written materials have also been described by visually impaired students in HE (Waterfield and West, 2002), and in FE (Thomas et al, 1996). 

Some visually impaired students in mainstream FE colleges were also disadvantaged by having to take their own notes, this caused them difficulties in keeping up and also when reading their notes back later (Thomas et al, 1996).  Owen-Hutchinson et al (1998) noted that FE and HE institutions’ written policies and the verbal commitment of staff to inclusive access for students with disabilities did not always translate into practice, with budget holders often reluctant to commit scarce resources to improving provision for disabled learners.  This led them to the conclusion that “many more attitudinal, physical and financial barriers to education must be broken down if claims to offer equal access and opportunity to disabled learners are to be taken seriously” (op. cit., p. 315). In similar vein, Stalker (2002) had observed with respect to transition of young people with disabilities in Scotland, that their choice of college and university is “in reality…often determined by physical access, attitudinal barriers and limited specialised resources”.  It is notable that in his introduction to the report of the Committee on Students with Learning Difficulties and/or Disabilities to the Further Education Funding Council, Tomlinson emphasised the importance of having a committed, knowledgeable and supportive senior and middle management in further education institutions, if students with disabilities were to receive a high quality service (FEFC, 1996). 


In September 2002, the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) Part 4 was extended following amendments introduced by the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 (SENDA).  Many of the negative experiences of disabled students in FE and HE that have been identified by research would now be unlawful under the Act, as a result of which, schools, colleges and universities now have new duties to ensure that students with disabilities are not discriminated against. Most blind and partially sighted people are likely to be ‘disabled’ within the meaning of the Act. There are two ways in which a disabled person can be discriminated against by an education provider: 1) when they are treated less favourably, for a reason relating to their disability, than they would be treated if they were not disabled, and that treatment cannot be justified.  2) If the education provider fails to make a reasonable adjustment when the person is placed at a ‘substantial disadvantage’ in comparison with a person who is not disabled. The duty to make reasonable adjustments is an anticipatory duty, which means that institutions are required to anticipate the requirements of disabled students and the adjustments they could be making for them. “Failure to anticipate the need for an adjustment may mean it is too late to comply with the duty to make the adjustment when it is required. Lack of notice would not of itself provide a defence to a claim that an adjustment should have been made” (Disability Rights Commission, 2001, p.69).  

As Waterfield and West (2002) point out, one outcome of education providers being required to meet their anticipatory duty under SENDA is that a wider range of students will benefit.  By adopting institutional practices that emphasise “parity of experience through embedded, consistent practice rather than ‘bolt on’ or ad hoc provision” education providers will be able to meet the needs of students who choose not to declare a disability, as well as those who do seek special arrangements (Waterfield and West, 2002, p.10).  Under the auspices of the South West Academic Network for Disability Support (SWANDS), Waterfield and West have produced a self-auditing tool for HE staff in response to SENDA.  The document consists of “an action audit to guide colleagues responsible for admissions, teaching, learning and assessment through the process of embedding their practice to make it inclusive” (Waterfield and West, 2002, p. 8). Although aimed at HE staff, the principles in the guidance apply equally to FE providers. Guidelines on access to the curriculum and on undertaking a self-audit for providers of post-16 education for students with visual impairments have been written by experts in this area such as Owen-Hutchinson et al (1998) and Roy (2003).

1.3.14 Social inclusion and friendships. 

As observed by Polat et al (2001, p.76) with respect to all young people with SEN, “The goal of mainstreaming/inclusion is not only one of academic achievement but also of social development”. Their own research had indicated that young people with SEN who had been educated in mainstream settings were more “socialised” than their peers in special schools, although they emphasise that factors such as type and severity of SEN need to be taken into account. Roy found that blind and partially sighted students who had attended mainstream schools were positive about their experiences and “socially they had become adept at mixing with sighted people and had good networks of school friends”. He also noted that “successful mainstreaming promoted self-esteem and self-efficacy in the students…”  (Roy, 2001, pp. 14 and 36). 


The importance to young people of having friends and successful peer relationships should not be underestimated.  In a survey of blind and partially sighted young people, friendship variables such as having one or two special friends, having friends to talk to when worried or upset, and feeling comfortable telling friends about their sight loss, were related to positive feelings about themselves (Keil et al, 2001). Stalker (2002) found that for many disabled young people, making and maintaining friendships was as important a consideration to them when leaving school as finding work opportunities and studying. Students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities who participated in the study, gave personal reasons such as improving their social skills and increasing their self-confidence, as well as practical reasons relating to future employment, to explain their decision to enter further education (Thomas et al, 1996).

As previously noted, Keys et at (1998) stressed the importance to some young people of being able to remain in a familiar environment following transition where they would be amongst friends. Being with friends who understand about their sight difficulty may be of particular importance to young people with a visual impairment. Roy (2001, p.20) observed of visually impaired students that, “when genuine friends treated them on equal terms, visual loss was an incidental, relatively trivial practicality”.  Roy had also found that although many blind and partially sighted students reported having good networks of friends at college, some described feeling isolated, and of feeling that sighted students tended not to know what to say to them because of their sight loss.  Students who were socially successful at college tended to use a number of strategies to lower attitudinal barriers in others”, ranging from “using humour to assertive challenging” (Roy, 2002, p. 17).  Roy’s findings echo blind and partially sighted students’ accounts on RNIB’s student website, of their experiences of making new friends at college or university.  As Jane one of the website students recounts, “I think as a visually impaired student you have to be a bit more extrovert to be noticed for the right reasons. Some people are afraid of disability and I think its because they are scared of things such as saying the wrong thing…I have found that people are less afraid of approaching me when I act like I feel comfortable around them and independent…”.  However, not everyone has the confidence or the social skills to be able to put others at ease, or to approach complete strangers, particularly when they cannot be seen clearly. And as Owen-Hutchinson et al [1998] point out, busy, crowded places such as college corridors and cafeterias can be intimidating places for many blind and partially sighted students, particularly during the first few weeks of their course when everything is new and unfamiliar.  Under such circumstances, moving around, making eye contact and recognising people can be difficult, if not impossible. 

1.3.15 In conclusion. 

The literature surveyed provides evidence to support a holistic approach to transition, which addresses not only a young person’s learning needs but also their social and emotional needs. For most young people, a successful transition outcome is regarded as one where a young person has been enabled to acquire the skills and knowledge that will equip them for independent adulthood. For young people with visual impairment, transition at the age of 16 can present a number of challenges, particularly when it involves transferring from the familiar environment of school into further or higher education. There may be need for a mentor to guide young people through the process. Although the SEN Code of Practice sets out a framework for transition planning, there is evidence that factors such as poor co-ordination between agencies, and poor communication between school and home can undermine the process. Young people with visual impairment constitute a diverse group in terms of abilities, personal characteristics and SEN, and any assessment of educational support needs must therefore be carried out on an individual basis. Substantial resourcing and considerable professional commitment is likely to be needed to provide adequate support for a visually impaired young person into further and higher education. There is evidence that financial and attitudinal barriers have prevented many blind and partially sighted young people from achieving parity of educational access with their sighted peers. Many of these barriers should be removed as a result of the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act [2001], which recently came into effect.

2.
METHODOLOGY

2.1
Participants. 

Research participants comprised four 16-year old and one 17-year old blind or partially sighted young people who entered mainstream school sixth forms or colleges of further education in Wales, on transition from school in September 2003. 

2.2
Research design. 

A holistic, multiple-case study design was used, with the young person as the unit of analysis. The case studies were used to examine the process of transition from compulsory to post-compulsory education at the age of 16 as defined by the legislative framework, outlined in the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales (2002).  The case study method enables us to test the process model of transition, using replication logic (Yin, 2003). By tracking the transition pathways for the individual case study students, it has been possible to see where the model works and to identify factors that might lead to ‘bottle-necks’ in the process. 

2.3
Procedure. 

To ensure construct validity, evidence was collected via face-to-face and telephone interviews with a number of key informants.  These were the young people themselves, their parents, specialist VI teachers who provided their educational support at pre-16 (and where appropriate, post-16) level, school special educational needs co-ordinators (SENCOs), FE college disability co-ordinators and careers advisers. Where possible documentary evidence was also obtained in the form of school and college written policies on inclusion of students with SEN/disabilities.

Baseline interview data was obtained in July/August 2003 from the young people, one or both of their parents, their VI specialist support teacher and where appropriate, the SENCO of their new school or the college disability co-ordinator. All the baseline interviews with the young people and their parents were face-to-face. The baseline interview schedules were organised around a number of themes considered to be of relevance to the transition process and to its outcomes. For consistency and to enable comparison, some of these themes were taken from a recent DfES study into the post-16 transition of young people with SEN (Polat et al, 2001). 

Follow-up interviews were carried out by telephone in October and December 2003 with the young people and their specialist teacher or disability co-ordinator.  Information was also obtained from the personal tutors of the two case study participants who went to FE college on transition. Further follow up interviews to test retention, rather than transition, are planned for the end of the students’ first and second academic years following transition. 

2.4
Methods of analysis. 

A case by case analysis was carried out using a coding frame based on the main themes around which the baseline interview schedules had been organised. Emphasis was upon explanation building [Yin, 2003], by identifying specific factors that may have facilitated or prevented a successful transition.  A cross case analysis explored key themes in the transition process model, using replication logic. Further cross case analysis looked at emergent themes linked to similarities or differences across the case studies. 

Verschuren (2003) argues that the case study method, using a small sample of cases to explore complex issues such as processes, structure and patterns which in general have a much lower variability than separate variables, can be used for statistical inference. However, following Yin (2003) we will use theoretical generalisation, which enables us to generalise about factors that affect the transition process.  It is emphasised that in using this method of analysis we are not attempting to generalise the findings to the whole population of blind and partially sighted young people. 

3.
CASE STUDY FINDINGS 

3.1
Confidentiality. 

Because the case studies are based on five individuals, there would be a risk of compromising the confidentiality and anonymity of those who have taken part if each case study were presented separately.  Therefore in order to protect informant confidentiality, rather than describing each case study in detail this section begins with a brief outline about each of the five case study informants.  This is followed by a general discussion of the factors that were found to have prevented and to have facilitated a successful transition.  

3.2
Emergent themes. 

Section 4 presents the results of a cross case analysis, which looked at emergent themes across the case studies. 

3.3
The individual case studies. 

The case studies are based on the experiences of five young people with visual impairments, one of whom is blind and uses braille to read and write, and four who are partially sighted and use enlarged print (N16 or N18) as their primary literacy medium. None of the young people have additional disabilities/SEN.


At the start of the study in June 2003 all five were attending mainstream comprehensive schools in Wales, and all five had a statement. Four participants were in Year 11 and one was just completing Year 12. Three participants (Mark, David and Sian) attended the same school, which had a resource centre for pupils with visual impairment attached to it.  Staff at the centre were employed by the LEA VI service but worked exclusively with pupils at the mainstream school to which the centre belonged.  David continued into the school’s sixth form in September 2003 to study for AS/A2 levels, while Mark and Sian went to the local mainstream FE college.  Mark enrolled on an A level course while Sian was to follow a two-year course leading to a vocational qualification.  The remaining two participants [Emma and Jody] were supported in their mainstream schools by advisory teachers from their LEA VI service. Jody continued into the sixth form of her current school to study for AS/A2 levels, while Emma transferred on transition, to the sixth form of another mainstream comprehensive school where she was also to study A levels.  


At school, all five participants had been provided with ICT equipment such as laptop and/or desk top computers.  All the desk top computers had large screens; other computer features included magnification software, speech and, in the case of the braillist, conversion software. The partially sighted participants also used low vision devices such as magnifiers and monoculars to varying degrees, there was also access to CCTVs and one participant had a sloping stand for reading and writing. A considerable amount of specialist support time was dedicated to modifying the course materials of all five participants. 

3.4
Transition planning.  

The transition planning process for all five participants went ahead in accordance with the SEN Code of Practice for Wales (2002) and included the young people, one or both parents, the specialist teacher and a careers adviser. 

3.4.1
 David and Jody. 

For David and Jody, who both continued into the sixth form of their current school, this had been the objective throughout.  Their transition plans therefore focused on their post-16 provision from the LEA VI service. As their statement remained effective, specialist support was largely a continuation of their pre-16 support, although with some modifications in accordance with the reduced number of subjects in Year 12. They continued to receive support from their specialist teachers and teaching assistants, their equipment also went with them and where necessary this was updated and new components obtained in preparation for the new term.  The transition process was straightforward. 
3.4.2
 Emma. 

Emma’s current school did not have a sixth form. She had the opportunity to consider a number of education placement options including specialist and mainstream FE before making her final decision to transfer to the sixth form of a neighbouring mainstream comprehensive school. Her statement also remained effective and the LEA VI service continued to provide her specialist support.  However, a considerable amount of planning and liaison between the two schools, the VI service and Emma’s parents was needed to ensure that the transition went ahead smoothly.  Her advisory teacher worked closely with the SENCO of the new school, who also attended Emma’s Year 11 transition review meeting. An environmental audit was carried out at the school by the VI service’s mobility officer.  Emma attended the school’s induction prior to the start of the new term where she had the opportunity to meet key staff members and other prospective sixth formers. 


3.4.3
 Mark. 

The general expectation had been that Mark would also continue into sixth form and this is reflected in his transition plan. However, at the time of the baseline interview in early August 2003 he was undecided between sixth form and the local FE college. His parents and specialist teacher were aware of this uncertainty, but the careers adviser had not been informed.  Although FE college had been discussed as one of a number of options at his transition review meetings, no formal arrangements had been made for him to visit the college or to meet the disability co-ordinator. In fact, on the day that he received his GCSE results Mark went to the college where he enrolled on an A level course. He met the A level co-ordinator and the disability co-ordinator, and told the disability co-ordinator what would be required to meet his special needs.  This was therefore an unplanned transition, with no contact between the college and Mark’s school, his specialist teacher, his parents or his careers adviser during the transition period. As Mark had moved from school to FE, the LEA was no longer responsible for him and his statement would therefore lapse automatically (SEN Code of Practice for Wales, 2002, p. 117, para 8:121). In fact, due to the unplanned nature of his transition the LEA was unaware for a number of weeks after the start of the autumn term that he had moved into further education. His statement therefore remained active. This created problems for the college, which insisted upon a copy of the statement as evidence that he required specific items of equipment before it would go ahead and purchase the equipment. This issue is discussed further in para 5.2. 

3.4.4
Sian. 

The careers adviser played an important role in the transition planning of Sian, who went to the local FE college to study for a vocational qualification. As she had known from about Year 10 the area of employment in which she wanted to work, the careers adviser was able to advise her on various course and placement options.  Early in 2003 he sent a referral form to the college giving details of Sian’s visual impairment and the specialist support she had been receiving at school. During the course of the year, before the end of the summer term, Sian had attended the college Open Day, been formally interviewed for a place by the course tutor, and had separately spoken to the course tutor and college disability co-ordinator about her special needs.

As Sian was leaving school and moving into the further education sector her statement was discontinued at that point.  However the statement remained an important document for the college, which retained a copy on record as official evidence of her need for specialist equipment when applying to ELWa for supplementary funding.

3.5
Post-16 transition outcomes. 

As stated in the introduction, for the purposes of this study ‘a successful transition’ is defined as a process that proceeds smoothly and in accordance with the guidelines laid down in the SEN Code of Practice for Wales (2002).  The result is a student who is fully included both in terms of their access to the curriculum and of their social inclusion within the school or college community.
3.5.1
Transition to school sixth form: David, Jody and Emma. 
Transition to school sixth form for David, Jody and Emma was 
successful, although as is discussed further in the cross case 
analysis, it was not the simple, continuous process that might have 
been expected.  All three young people had to adjust to a new 
environment and a new pattern of working, and a degree of 
negotiation or re-negotiation of relationships with their peers was 
required. The demands placed on them by the AS/A level syllabus in 
terms of workload was carefully monitored by their specialist 
teachers.  For the two partially sighted participants, the amount of 
reading required for particular subjects was of some concern to their 
teachers. In one case this was managed by asking the subject 
teacher to highlight key text for the student in order to reduce the 
amount of reading required, and by ongoing monitoring. For the 
second participant after much discussion involving the participant, 
home and school the solution was to drop the subject completely. In 
fact, by the end of the first term two participants had dropped one of 
their subjects and all three were now studying for three AS/A2 levels. 


All three participants received direct support from their specialist teacher and/or other support staff depending upon their individual needs. Such support might be revision support for GCSE re-sits, helping with note-taking in class, or direct teaching in the use of ICT equipment. The specialist teachers for the two partially sighted participants also had to chase up the occasional teacher who failed to provide course notes in sufficient time for them to be modified for the student to use in the lesson. 


By the end of their first term all three case study participants were fully included in the school sixth form community, had a circle of friends, and were coping well with the demands of the A level syllabus.

3.5.2
Transition to FE college: Sian. 

Sian’s transition from school to a vocational course at college was also successful.  However, despite the careful transition planning including the college having been given detailed information about her special needs well in advance of the start of her course, a large screen monitor which was needed for the computer in her IT classroom had not been provided by the beginning of term.  In fact it had still not arrived by the end of her first term, although it was expected in January 2004.  The reason given for the delay was that the college had outstanding queries with ELWa concerning the amount of supplementary funding that was to be awarded for the purchase of such equipment.  


The absence of the monitor does not seem to have had a significant effect on Sian’s ability to complete her course work.  Much of her work was practical, and for written assignments computers with large screen monitors were available in the library and other locations throughout the college. It did mean however, that in IT lessons she was dependent upon either a friend or her teacher to read from the computer screen as she was unable to see what was written on it. 

Individual lecturers were responsible for providing Sian with enlarged course materials.  The college had a reprographics department, which could be used for this purpose, otherwise lecturers enlarged the materials themselves.  Although staff had been told in a formal meeting before the start of term about Sian’s need for enlarged materials, this message does not appear to have reached everyone.  Sian herself told those who were not already aware. Their response was co-operative and positive. 

At the end of her first term Sian, like her peers in sixth form, was happy at college, and was fully included among her peers at college and among colleagues at her work placement, which she attended for two days a week. Despite the delay with the computer monitor she was coping well with her course work.  

3.5.3
Transition to FE college: Mark. 

As noted in 3.4.3 Mark’s transition was unplanned as he had made a 
last minute decision to go to college rather than enter the school sixth 
form, which had been detailed in his transition plan. In addition to 
needing enlarged print Mark required a laptop computer.  This was 
necessary because his handwriting was not always legible, 
particularly when he was under stress. Although he had met the 
college disability co-ordinator and A level co-ordinator a week before 
the beginning of term and provided information about his support 
needs this was not passed on to his personal tutor or other academic 
staff. Consequently, at the beginning of term Mark told his lecturers 
that he needed to have his course materials enlarged.  As was the 
case with Sian, individual lecturers were responsible for providing 
Mark with enlarged course materials, which they either produced 
themselves or obtained via the college reprographics department. 
Once she realised he had a visual impairment Mark’s personal tutor 
discussed with him his support needs and carried out an informal 
(non-VI specialist) assessment to give her a better understanding of 
what he was and was not able to see. 


At the very beginning of term, the specialist teacher who had supported Mark at his previous school wrote to the college with details of Mark’s functional vision and the specialist support he had received at school. However, in order to process his request for a laptop computer the college disability co-ordinator required a copy of his statement. Although under normal circumstances this would have automatically lapsed when he transferred to FE, it remained active for some weeks after the start of term because the LEA was unaware that he had not returned to school. Confusion over the statement delayed purchase of the laptop computer, and by half term it had still not been provided.


Mark dropped out of college in mid-November 2003, for reasons not related to his visual impairment.  He had never received his laptop computer, although by this stage it had finally been purchased. 


Mark’s case study provides an example of the problems that can arise with an unplanned transition. These are discussed further in the following section, which highlights some of the factors that might prevent a successful transition. 

3.6
Factors that impact upon the post-16 transition process.  



Through the case studies it was possible to identify 
factors during 

the planning or the transition process, that could have affected – or 

did affect - the transition process. The possible implications of these 

findings are considered in the discussion section of this report.

3.6.1
Communication of information to parents. 

One issue to emerge from the case study interviews with parents of the young people who were not continuing into the sixth form of their current school was that there was sometimes uncertainty about factors related to the transition. For example, a lack of detailed information about the support that the young person would receive in the new post-16 establishment or confusion about whether the statement would continue following transition.  For Sian’s parents there had been concern about travel arrangements. She had travelled to school by taxi, but her parents had been unable to obtain confirmation that this entitlement would continue when she went to college. This finding serves to highlight that even where there is good communication between home and school misunderstandings can arise. 

3.6.2
Communication between school and Careers Wales. 

It had been noted previously that Mark’s indecisiveness towards the end of Year 11 about whether to continue into sixth form or to go to the local FE college had not been communicated to the careers adviser. In fact, concerns about GCSE results had led another case study participant to have second thoughts for a brief period about whether to go to sixth form or to find a job. Again, the careers adviser does not appear to have been made aware of this.  In Mark’s case bringing the careers adviser into the loop could have made a difference to his transition arrangements.  Had he been aware that Mark was considering FE he would have tagged his records as ‘undecided’.  This marker would have meant that Mark would have automatically been invited to a careers interview after his GCSEs were completed to see if a decision had been made.  If still undecided he would have been advised to submit an application to college anyway.  There would then have been an opportunity for the careers adviser to provide the college with written details of Mark’s special needs before the end of the summer term.

3.6.3
Delays in provision of equipment for FE students. 

The main factor to impact upon the post-16 transition experiences of Sian and Mark was the delay in providing them with specialist equipment.  For Mark the reason for the delay was the difficulty experienced by the college in obtaining a copy of his statement.  As noted previously, because the LEA was unaware that Mark had gone into FE his statement remained active and they were therefore unable to release a copy.  Better communication between Mark’s school and the LEA could have helped in this respect, although it would still have been necessary to obtain written permission from Mark authorising the LEA to pass details on the statement to the college. In view of the fact that Mark’s specialist teacher had already provided the college with written information about his special needs it is perhaps surprising that so much emphasis was placed by the college upon having a copy of statement before purchasing equipment.


Issues to do with funding, rather than written evidence of need [which had already been provided via a statement and referral form from the careers adviser] had held up the provision of Sian’s large computer monitor.  It was to be bought as part of a bulk purchase rather than a ‘one-off’, and there were outstanding queries with ELWa about the amount of supplementary funding to be awarded to the college in payment of extra equipment.

4.
CROSS CASE ANALYSIS


The cross case analysis focuses on those themes from the baseline interview schedules where similarities or differences between the case studies have emerged.  Where possible the emphasis is upon an attempt at explanation building rather than simple description. 


Independently of the pre-existing baseline themes, a strong theme to emerge was the key role played by the specialist teacher of pupils with visual impairments during transition planning, the process of transition, and also following transition.


This section begins with an analysis of three baseline interview themes, followed by the independent theme linked to the role of the specialist teacher. The issues that arise from the analysis are then discussed in the discussion section that follows.

4.1
Careers advice and information

4.1.1
What young people thought about their careers advice. 

Only one of the five young people in the study was positive about the careers education or careers information they had received.  ‘Careers education’ as far as all the case study participants were concerned, appears to have meant just that: information that related to their future employment.  It is notable that the young person who expressed satisfaction with the support of their careers adviser, “pretty good, lots of advice and help” and, “the careers officer found out information about what I wanted to know” was the only one of the five who had a career plan and whose further education was vocationally rather than academically based. For two of the young people who were continuing into sixth form the main problem seems to have been one of inappropriate timing of the careers interview.  While the concern of one participant was to focus on their GCSEs and an interview with a careers adviser was, “a bit pointless really, before your GCSEs, to talk about what you want to do, because you don’t really know. You just want to get your GCSEs”, the second young person was adamant that they did not want to think about the future until after they had completed their A levels in two years time. Yet in both cases the specialist teachers had emphasised the important role that the careers advisers played in helping to prepare for transition.


Three young people questioned whether the careers interview had any relevance for them personally. One felt that the careers adviser did not know them sufficiently well as an individual to offer useful or relevant advice and one felt that the careers advice was too general and not sufficiently tailored to meet the needs and interests of the individual.  The third young person considered that there should be more focus on self presentation and specific advice on what employers expected of employees. These comments apply to advice given by two of the three careers advisers in the study.

4.1.2
Information that parents needed from the careers adviser. 

Whereas for three of the participants the main dissatisfaction with careers advice was that it was given too early, at a time when their concern was to get through the current or next stage of their education, the parents of two participants indicated that information provided earlier, and focused on the young person’s future employment prospects would have been appreciated.  Both sets of parents were concerned that their children would have difficulty in finding jobs because of their visual impairment. Although they had raised these concerns with the careers advisers, clearly they had not been reassured.  As one parent commented, “ (careers adviser) seems to think the subjects she’s chosen, any employer would probably look at her and think, ‘this is a girl who has done a lot of studying’ and maybe take a chance on her. But I do feel she’d have to go somewhere where they provide equipment…”  In view of the previous comment it is surprising that neither set of parents had been told about the government’s ‘Access to Work’ scheme.

4.1.3
The special needs careers adviser. 

Another finding was the refusal by one of the case study participants to be designated a special needs careers adviser.  This appears to have been because of the reluctance of the young person concerned to be labelled as disabled. There was evidence from the other case studies that the young people strongly resisted any attempt to label them as different to their peers, although they had all accepted a special needs careers adviser.  However it was evident that one of them at least was sensitive to the difference; this young person described their special needs adviser as, “a disabled type person…where everyone else had a normal person”.

4.1.4
Different understandings about the role of the careers adviser. 

These findings suggest that young people may often have quite different expectations and understandings about the role of Careers Wales compared to those of their parents, teachers and careers advisers. The findings also highlight differences between careers advisers and parents in terms of priorities and of timing of delivery of information.

4.2
Choice of post-16 destination


The three participants who went to sixth form gave similar reasons for their choice and these tended to differ from the reasons given by the two who went to FE college.  Reasons given by all three who went to sixth form were: 

1) Continuity in terms of having subject teachers who understood their needs and/or retaining the support of the specialist teacher.

2) Their friends would be with them in sixth form. As one young person commented,“…my friends are going there so they already know about me” [ie her visual impairment], and, “ I don’t have to make new friends, and they know how they can help me and stuff.” 

3) The local mainstream FE college was not an option either because of it’s poor academic record or because it was felt it would not provide adequate specialist support.

Other reasons, such as a preference for mainstream, the fact that the school or college was situated locally, or that it offered the course option that the young person wanted was not exclusive to those who went to sixth form or those who went to FE college. The main factor for the two who went to FE college was that it provided the best course option for them.

4.3
LEA VI service policies towards post-16 educational provision.

According to the SEN Code of Practice for Wales (2002) “Some pupils with statements of special educational needs will remain in school after the age of 16.  LEAs remain responsible for such pupils until they are 19…” [SEN Code of Practice for Wales, para 9:61, p. 132).  The LEA VI service therefore continues to be responsible for their specialist educational support whether the young person remains at their current school or transfers to the sixth form of a different school, although from Year 12 funding for their educational support is provided by ELWa.

The three young people in this study who remained at school after the age of 16 therefore continued to be supported by their LEA VI advisory service.  However, the three LEA VI services that were involved in this study differed in their policies towards blind and partially sighted young people who enter a mainstream FE college after the age of 16. 

4.3.1
Policy of no involvement at FE level. 

The policy of two VI services in the study was that blind and partially sighted young people who left school at the age of 16 were no longer their responsibility.  This now fell to the young person’s new educational provider. This policy was a particular concern for the specialist teacher in one of the two VI services, who felt that students with visual impairments were not always being adequately supported in FE. “Lots of support for six years and then nothing” was how she saw the move from the supportive environment of school to the local college. As she had no formal system available through which she could offer support either to the college or to the young people, such little help as she might be able to offer would have to be entirely on her own initiative. 

4.3.2
Policy of continued involvement at FE level.  

The third VI service was also of the opinion that the local FE college was not sufficiently well set up to provide adequate support for a young person with a severe visual impairment. They had therefore stated that had the young person in the case study decided to go to FE [in fact they continued into sixth form] specialist support would have been provided by the VI service, which would have gone to ELWa for funding.  This VI service therefore had a very proactive approach. 

4.4
The role of the specialist teacher 


A key strand that runs through each of the five case studies and also across the case studies is the central role that was played by the specialist teacher for young people with visual impairments during all stages of the transition process. Both the specialist teachers in the resource centre and the peripatetic advisory teachers were involved in co-ordinating and providing specialist support to pupils, problem solving, mentoring, and liaising between the young person, their parents, mainstream teachers and representatives from other agencies such as Careers Wales. As one parent put it, the advisory teacher, “is the glue that binds us together”, while another observed, with respect to the intermediary role played by the advisory teacher that, “the VI service smooth the way”. 

4.4.1
Parents’ and young peoples’ views of specialist support at pre-16 level. 

The young people all expressed satisfaction with the support they had received from their specialist teachers at school.  (The fact that there had been occasions when some had not had their class work modified on time was not seen as the fault of the specialist teacher – who in fact was the person who intervened in such cases.) As is evident from the following comments, the support provided to their children by their specialist teachers was much appreciated by the parents of the young people in the study:

“Excellent, couldn’t fault it.”

“We’ve always found them (the specialist staff) to be committed to the kids and very conscientious.”  “We couldn’t praise (specialist teacher) and the other girls enough, really...They are excellent.”

“…any shortcomings of the school are offset by the fact that she has got the attention of the (advisory teacher) and one-to-one with the helper…” “I have contact with (the advisory teacher) on an informal basis whatever and whenever…”  “…We have a good partnership.”

“Excellent.  Very good, all the way through. I only have to pick up the phone to the VI service if I have a problem, and its usually sorted in 2 days.”  “We have meetings every couple of months to make sure everything is running smoothly…”

“Very good…”  “He hasn’t been held back because of his visual impairment. The help has been really good. We have a good relationship with the staff in the resource base. You can just pick up the phone and speak to them as and when. They’re quite accessible.”

As illustrated by the comments made by the previous three parents, all the parents valued highly the part played by the specialist teacher in liaising between home and school. Continuity of support from the specialist teacher was seen by this parent as a positive factor in their child’s decision to continue into school sixth form:

“…we’ve always been aware that (the young person) will stay on to sixth form and so because (the advisory teacher) is there.”

The parents of another participant, who was transferring to the sixth form of a different school to that attended to Year 11, were reassured to know that the advisory teacher would continue to have a monitoring and liaison role. They were therefore satisfied that the support would be adequate, despite their uncertainty at the time of the baseline interview in July about exactly what it would comprise.

In contrast, the parents of a participant who was going to FE college expressed general concerns that the level of support at college would not be as high as at school where the young person’s support was, “so well organised…”.  These parents explained their preference for sixth form rather than FE college:

“…we don’t think (s/he) will get anything like the support (at college as s/he gets at school) and that is one of the major factors: that we don’t have the confidence in being able to get the same sort of support that (s/he) would have at (school).”  “…(s/he’s) got the support there already at school and we’ve seen the results…”

4.4.2
Role of the specialist teacher in transition planning. 

The specialist teachers had an important co-ordinating role during the transition planning process, and were regarded by parents as a reliable source of information at this time. For the parents of the three young people who were definitely going into sixth form, transition at age 16 was seen as an ongoing process rather than as a discrete stage. The parents of the two young people who were to remain at their current schools in Year 12 were particularly relaxed about transition and emphasised the informal nature of the process.  Both observed that if there were anything parents needed to know the specialist teacher would inform them. In one parent’s view, “the meetings that we have these days are just to tick the box really – a requirement of law.  But basically everything has gained its own momentum now and so things develop at a pace continually…” This view of information about transition being available on an informal basis was reiterated by one of the young people concerned:

“…if there was anything that came up we wouldn’t need a meeting. I could just tell (the advisory teacher) or tell somebody and have a discussion about it…”

Although the specialist teachers were regarded as key informants in the transition planning process, some discrepancies were found between parents’ and teachers’ recall about what information had been given to parents about transition. For example, none of the parents recalled receiving information specifically about post-16 transition planning and the transition process, and only one parent considered that information would have been given about how parents can contribute to the post-16 transition planning process for their child. The parent concerned was of the view that, “this will have been discussed” rather than recalling a specific occasion when this might have occurred. This fits in with the perception of some parents that transition is a continuous process.  However, two out of the three teachers believed that this information had been provided. 

4.4.3
Role of the specialist teacher in the co-ordination of post-16 support and resources.  

In addition to their role as ‘link’ person in the transition planning process, the specialist teachers supporting the three participants who were going into sixth form, played a major role in co-ordinating the provision of post-16 modified curriculum materials and equipment to ensure that everything was in place for the start of the autumn term. Existing equipment, such as their laptop computer, was retained by all three young people and where necessary arrangements had been made to upgrade or add new components or software. In the case of the two participants who were supported by the LEA VI advisory service, modification of much of their AS level coursework was already well underway by the end of the summer term and both young people had been provided with text books in their preferred format, to read during the summer holiday. 

4.4.4
Role of the specialist teacher in on-going support following transition.  

Not only did the specialist teacher co-ordinate the support for the three young people who were going into sixth form, but they continued to play a very active and important role following transition. In addition to continuing to act as an intermediary between the student, school and home, they also worked closely with the students on an individual basis and in some cases acted as a mentor to them. 

Perhaps one of the most surprising findings to emerge across the three case studies of the participants who went into sixth form was that for the young people transition to Year 12 was not a simple, continuous process.  All three had some initial adjustments to make in terms of adapting to the new sixth form environment and in re-negotiating relationships with their peers.  Although this is clearly a process that all young people are likely to experience to some extent, there was evidence that the participants’ visual impairment was also a contributory factor in how they fitted in and mixed with the other sixth formers in the first few weeks. All three took time to adapt to the layout and location of the sixth form common room. As one teacher observed,  

“I think it is quite daunting to be in a room of sixth formers when you can’t see who is there and who isn’t.”

The concern of the specialist teachers, who were closely monitoring the situation, was that this inhibited the young people from mixing with the other sixth formers because they kept closely to a few familiar people or chose familiar places to study in. This risked leaving them isolated, particularly when friends were not around. The response of the specialist teachers varied between simply monitoring the situation, providing a sympathetic ear to the young person, discussing the situation with their parents and/or consulting with mainstream teachers in order to find a solution. In the case of one student, who had difficulty in adjusting to the sudden change in illumination when entering the common room from the bright outdoors, the problem was resolved successfully after the advisory teacher intervened.  She asked mainstream teachers to explain the situation to the other sixth formers and it was subsequently arranged that they would greet the student if they saw her near the common room. By the end of their first term all three students were fully included in the sixth form community.

All three of the specialist teachers undertook some direct work with the students such as revision support for GCSE re-sits, teaching or classroom support. The support that was provided was very much in response to the needs of the individual student and the teachers’ allocated time was organised flexibly and in accordance with those needs. 

In addition to chasing up the occasional mainstream teacher who failed to produce course work in time for it to be modified, the specialist teachers were also called upon to apply their specialist knowledge to help resolve specific problems that arose. For example, History was imposing a heavy reading workload on two of the partially sighted students. In both cases the specialist teacher intervened and following discussion and liaison with the subject teacher, and in one case with the student and her mother, solutions were found. 

An important service provided by the specialist advisory teachers was in-service training [inset] for the mainstream staff, to inform them about the young person’s sight condition and their particular needs. One of the specialist teachers had included inset as part of her pre-16 duties.  The advisory teacher supporting the student who had moved to the sixth form of a new school provided inset to the mainstream staff soon after the beginning of term. The outcome had been very positive – not only were teachers more understanding about the young person’s sight condition and the issues involved in providing her with appropriate support, but several matters of concern had subsequently been raised with the advisory teacher and she had helped resolve these. 

4.4.5
The FE college students. 

The two participants who went into FE college did not have the ongoing support of a teacher with specialist knowledge of visual impairment. Although the college disability co-ordinator had overall responsibility for co-ordinating their specialist support needs, for example by organising the provision of equipment, arranging to have their course materials enlarged or modified was the responsibility of individual lecturers. The student’s personal tutor had a co-ordinating role, such as dealing with any concerns that subject lecturers might have about the student’s work. In this respect the personal tutor was the person most likely to act as mentor to the young person. Transition had broken the strong link between home and school that was so evident at pre-16 level, and which for those in sixth form had continued with the specialist teacher acting as intermediary. 

At FE college, the emphasis was upon allowing the two students to advocate for themselves. The students, therefore, decided when they wanted their work enlarged and when they felt they could manage with the standard print versions of materials used by the rest of the class. They also told those lecturers who had not been informed in advance, about their need to have their course materials enlarged. For these two students the absence of a specialist teacher was not significant as their needs were relatively straightforward, they had the confidence to advocate for themselves and the response of the staff concerned appears to have been positive and co-operative.

Both FE college participants needed specialist equipment: a laptop computer in one case and a large screen monitor in the other. In contrast to the sixth form students whose equipment was available from the start of term, for neither student was this item of equipment provided at the beginning of term and in fact the large screen monitor was not expected to arrive until January 2004. Although the students’ personal tutors had a general co-ordinating and support role, the person responsible for purchase and provision of equipment was the disability co-ordinator. According to one student’s personal tutor, if equipment had not appeared “after a time” she would do a “chase up”, but was unable to be specific about the length of time involved.  Some initial delay in provision of equipment was seen to be usual. The second tutor was quite clear that the disability co-ordinator, and not the tutor, was responsible for over-seeing the provision of equipment.  

There was therefore, no single person with overall responsibility for co-ordinating and monitoring provision of both the specialist support and the equipment for blind and partially students. By virtue of her position within the college, the disability co-ordinator might have been best suited to this role, but by her own admission, time and resource constraints placed limitations on what she was able to achieve. Although she would have liked to deal proactively with problems, in practice she was dependent much of the time upon students themselves to bring any concerns to her attention.  It might also be argued that her role of purchaser of equipment, which required her to justify expenditure, was to some extent at odds with her role as co-ordinator of student support.  

5.
DISCUSSION


In this section main issues arising from the case studies and their implications for the post-16 transition process are discussed. It is reiterated that the five young people upon whom the case studies were based do not comprise a population sample; our aim is not to produce findings that can be generalised to the population of blind and partially sighted young people in this age range. By describing individual experiences of transition however, the case studies do provide us with detailed information about situations that can arise during the planning and transition process and also why these situations might occur. From the case studies we also know the outcomes for our five case study participants.  We can therefore hypothesise about potential outcomes for other young people with different degrees of severity of visual impairment, and/or different personal characteristics, given similar circumstances to those of the case study participants.  

5.1
Communication of information. 

As shown in the findings section, in four out of the five case studies the transition was well planned, the transitions went according to plan and had successful outcomes.  Parents spoke highly of the specialist teachers and their role as intermediary in the transition process. Even then, as noted in para 3.6.1 there were occasions when the parents of young people who were moving to another post-16 education provider did not always feel fully informed. Some questions raised by the parents of one case study participant might have been answered at the Year 11 transition review meeting, had a representative from the college attended.  According to the SEN Code of Practice for Wales (2002), “Where post-16 provision has already been identified it is good practice for the head teacher to invite a representative from the provider to the review meeting” (SEN Code of Practice for Wales, para 9:62, p.132).  However, with or without a representative of the post-16 provider present at the meeting, it is likely that final arrangements for support following transition will remain outstanding at the time of the Year 11 review. This highlights the necessity of regular updates with pupils and parents; and perhaps providing them with a written summary of transition arrangements at the end of the summer term. 

5.1.1
Last minute decision making about post-16 transition destination. 

The transition model rests upon the assumption that young people will, by Year 11, have made a decision about where they plan to go and what they plan to do after the age of 16.  The case studies show that young people are not always so decisive, and factors such as concerns about GCSE grades, or peer influence may cause them to have a last minute change of mind.  The careers service that supported Mark, whose case study provides just such an example, had procedures in place for keeping track of young people identified as ‘undecided’.  However Mark had never been identified as being undecided and his transition planning proceeded on the assumption that he would continue into sixth form. Although it was later apparent that he was considering FE college this information was never passed to his careers adviser.  Similarly, the careers adviser of another young person who had at one stage contemplated seeking employment instead of continuing into sixth form was never made aware of this development.  This finding highlights the importance of keeping the careers adviser informed of potential as well as real changes in young people’s intentions about their transition. 

5.1.2
Consequences of last minute decision making. 

The consequence of Mark’s last minute decision was that his was an unplanned transition into FE college. The result was that as the LEA had not been notified, Mark’s statement remained active and the college was unable to obtain a copy for some weeks.  This delayed the purchase of a laptop computer which he needed for writing course notes. This bottle-neck in the transition process would appear to be attributable to poor communication - in particular failure of the school to give early notification to the LEA of the young person’s move to FE.
5.2
Information required by the post-16 education provider: Mark’s case study. 

Although a delay in closing Mark’s statement led to a delay in purchase of his laptop computer, the case studies identify another obstacle to a successful transition.  That is the insistence of the FE college concerned upon having a copy of the statement as evidence of need for equipment.  Only one college was involved in this study, and it is possible that this requirement is specific to the college concerned. However, in view of the SEN Code of Practice advice (para 9:64, p.132) that, “The Head teacher should ensure that…a copy of the statement together with a copy of the most recent annual review, and the Transition Plan, is passed to…any post 16 provider that the young person will be attending, in sufficient time for appropriate support to be put in place” there is a possibility that other colleges may employ a similar policy.  The Code of Practice does not state that the statement is an essential precursor to the provision of appropriate support, and in view of the move in many LEAs towards reducing the number of pupils with statements, it is clear that alternative forms of information will have to be taken into account. In fact, the Code of Practice guidelines regarding young people without a statement are that, “Schools should consult as appropriate with Careers Wales and other services to ensure that detailed information is transferred to post-16 providers with the young person’s consent and in sufficient time for the post-16 provider to put necessary support in place” (SEN Code of Practice for Wales, para 9:66, p. 133).  In both quotes the underlying assumption is that the transition will have been planned. Mark’s specialist teacher had provided written information to the college about his functional vision and support needs.  However, as this did not constitute an official document, the disability co-ordinator was unable to use it to support Mark’s request for a laptop computer. If this had been accepted in lieu of a statement the delay to providing his laptop would have been shorter.  Mark’s careers adviser would also have been a key person for the college to contact and it is surprising that he was not involved. 


Mark’s case study highlights a number of issues that are pertinent not only to his particular case, but which have wider implications.  The emphasis that the college in question placed upon obtaining a copy of the statement to use as evidence of need in order to justify its application for supplementary funding, suggests a need for clarification about which types of information colleges are able to use.  There did not appear to be any established protocols between the college and school or Careers Wales for dealing with unplanned transitions.  Communication between Careers Wales and the college was good at the transition planning stage, but following transition the careers adviser was only invited in to the college on an annual basis.  Better links between the local Careers Wales service and college, and agreed protocols for dealing with a range of situations would have been helpful. That young people are from time to time, likely to make last minute decisions about their post-16 destination, has implications for all post-16 education providers in terms of their anticipatory duty under SENDA.

5.3
Funding of post-16 support in FE: Sian’s case study. 

However, in the case of Sian, who provided the second case study of a young person transferring to FE on transition, this had been a well planned transition with information about her support needs provided well in advance of the start of term.  The obstacle in Sian’s case appears to have been linked to funding. As noted in the introduction to this report, colleges apply retrospectively to ELWa for funding of specialist equipment, with the application normally being submitted at the beginning of October – one month after the start of term.  Although ELWa will make an advance payment of supplementary funding to further education institutions in August “in order to assist institutions in having in place certain human and technical support at the beginning of the autumn term”, providers are also asked to “make reasonable economies, such as sharing support and negotiating competitive rates for both equipment and services in order to make the best use of the Council’s resources and to achieve a fair and equitable distribution of the funds available”  (ELWa, paras 42 and 17).  It would appear that the disability co-ordinator in this case study was complying with the requirement to ‘make best use of the Council’s resources’ by purchasing a number of similar items of equipment, which could be shared between students.  As this necessitated obtaining quotes in order to find the most cost-effective deal, there was a delay while information from various sources was collated.  It should be noted that the equipment in question was not a specialist ‘one-off’ item for use by an individual student, but a large screen computer monitor of which there were already several available in different parts of the college. It should also be made clear that the large screen monitor was required for only a minor part of the student’s course and the disability co-ordinator was under the impression that the alternatives available were adequate for the young person’s needs.  Had this been a specialist ‘one-off’ major item, the college could have used the advance payment system to purchase the equipment before the start of term.  But by doing so it would have risked being left with an expensive piece of equipment, had the student not started the course after all. 

What this case study has served to highlight therefore, is that there would appear to be an inherent tension between the demands placed upon a college to be financially accountable, and to meet its duties under SENDA.  On the one hand there is the need for a college to meet its statutory duty under SENDA of ensuring that appropriate provision is in place for the start of term.  On the other hand there is a requirement placed upon it by ELWa to be financially accountable by justifying its expenditure on items of equipment paid for through supplementary funding. That, at least, is the predicament in which the disability co-ordinator concerned appears to have been placed.  Whether the emphasis placed upon financial prudence and accountability emanated from the college senior management, or whether it was the way in which the individual disability co-ordinator had interpreted the ELWa funding guidelines is not known.   However, in view of these findings it would seem prudent for ELWa and for FE managers and governors to ensure that their own policies and procedures are not presenting a barrier to college staff in carrying out their duties with respect to SENDA. 

5.3.1
Funding in sixth form. 

The case studies showed that for the three students who continued into sixth form, this issue of funding of specialist equipment did not arise because provision continued along with the statement.  Had it been necessary to purchase new equipment for them this would still have come out of the LEA central budget, even though funding of special educational support for students in sixth forms in Wales comes from ELWa.  It is notable that from 2005 funding for new sixth formers with special educational needs will instead go direct to schools, bringing the system more in line with FE college funding.

5.4
Assessments.  

None of the five young people in the case studies had a formal, practical assessment prior to starting their post-16 education.  The main difference between the sixth form and FE college student case studies however, was that because the VI service remained responsible for their specialist provision the three who went into sixth form continued to have their support monitored by a visual impairment specialist.  In addition, as this was essentially a continuation of their pre-16 provision, the specialist teacher concerned already had a detailed understanding of their needs.  This model would apply to all young people with a statement who continue their post-16 education at school. In contrast, the standard procedure for entry to FE college was to rely primarily on information from the young person’s statement, and upon details provided by the young people themselves.  One of the case studies provided an exception to this procedure. In this case the young person’s personal tutor – who was not a visual impairment specialist but had experience of teaching students with sight difficulties – on her own initiative carried out some exercises to ascertain how much he was able to see under different conditions. 

5.4.1
What is meant by ‘assessment’? 

There would seem to be a certain lack of clarity about the concept of assessment.  As noted in the introduction (para 1.3.9) in order to obtain funding for specialist equipment in HE, prospective students are required to undergo a formal assessment, which is carried out by an external agency.  The case study participants who were continuing their education at school did not have a formal assessment, but their specialist support teachers were making judgements about the type of support and the equipment they would need for sixth form.  In effect, they were making an assessment, although it was not referred to as such.  The standard assessment procedure for young people entering FE consists of written information from their statement and the Section 140 document completed by the careers adviser, and verbal details provided by the young people themselves, their careers adviser and other adults such as their parents. 

5.4.2
Assessment procedures. 

Our research findings suggest that there are some weaknesses in the current procedure for assessing the needs of young people with special educational needs – and in particular low incidence needs such as visual impairment – on entry to FE.  In contrast to the assessment procedure for entry to HE, and the continuity of specialist support in sixth form, there would seem to be undue emphasis upon written and verbal information – but very little practical assessment – for entry to FE.  By focusing upon the statement, and on support that the young person received at school, the written assessment also relies heavily upon retrospective information.  The question is, just how relevant is information about the support received while studying for GCSEs in a school context to assessing the support that will be needed when studying for A levels or a vocational qualification in the context of a further education college?  It is notable that the Tomlinson report on further educational provision for students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities had found that colleges did not always succeed in getting the right balance between using information about a student’s previous educational experience and assessing their new requirements (FEFC, 1996). 

5.4.3
Assessment: main points. 

In effect there are three separate systems in operation for assessment of young people entering school sixth forms, mainstream colleges of education, and higher education institutions.  Those who enter HE have a formal assessment of need which is undertaken by people with specialist knowledge of visual impairment.  For young people entering FE there is no such requirement and instead the emphasis is upon written and verbal information about the support that the young person had while at school.  Because their statement remains active there is no requirement for young people entering sixth form to have a formal assessment, although details about their future provision are written into the transition plan.  In addition, because a VI specialist continues to play an active role in their support, judgements about their need for equipment and specialist support are made on an ongoing basis following transition.  For consistency therefore, it is suggested that the section 140 assessment should be a practical and not just a paper exercise, and that this should involve a visual impairment specialist, in co-operation with the Careers Wales adviser and the post-16 education provider.  It is also suggested that LEA VI services in Wales establish formal links with the FE colleges in their area, in order for specialist teachers to be involved not only in post-16 transition planning, but also in initial monitoring of post-16 support. 

5.5
Post-16 support and guidance: the role of a VI specialist adviser.  

The case studies served to highlight the important role that was played by the specialist teacher following transition. It was clear that some issues that arose concerning individual participants’ access to parts of the curriculum required the intervention of a visual impairment specialist. For example, in dealing with concerns about the reading workload of the A level History syllabus for students with partial sight. That these issues only arose in the context of school sixth form may be explained by the fact that the two FE college students had less severe visual impairments than the other participants.  However, it is also notable that in the case of Emma, who had transferred to the sixth form of a neighbouring school following transition, it was only following an in-service training session provided to mainstream staff by the advisory teacher that a number of concerns emerged. Although it is not suggested that this applies to Mark’s or Sian’s case studies, this finding suggests that in certain mainstream settings such as FE colleges, where staff do not have insight into the nature of a student’s visual impairment, they might assume that all is well when in fact the student is struggling.  A recurrent theme in research with young people with visual impairment is that mainstream teachers often fail to understand the extent of a young person’s visual impairment, sometimes because of an erroneous belief that the impairment is corrected by the wearing of spectacles (Franklin et al, 2001).  This issue came up in two of our case studies.  As the teacher of one participant observed, “(the young person’s) vision is not as good as people think it is…”.  The parents of another participant had voiced their concern about the young person’s reluctance to draw attention to his/herself and request help when it was needed, yet “(s/he) tends to cope so well, people forget (s/he) has a problem”.  In a separate context, the same parents had expressed the view that the local college did not “fully understand the implications of (the young person’s) visual impairment”.  

5.6
The role of a VI specialist adviser in FE.  

Whereas provision for the sixth form students had been based upon their specialist teachers’ knowledge and understanding of their sight condition and related needs, the tutors of the two FE college students had relied to a considerable extent upon what the young people said they needed.  It was also apparent that not all subject tutors had been aware in advance that the young people would need their course work enlarged, and the students themselves had told them.  In neither case do there appear to have been any problems as the young people concerned had sufficient confidence to approach their tutors to talk about their needs, and the response had been positive and co-operative.  However, not every 16-year old would have sufficient confidence or the self advocacy skills to articulate their needs, or to know how to respond in the event of an encounter with less co-operative academic staff.  For young people with more severe or complex sight conditions than the two case study participants, explaining their need for materials to be modified in a particular way would also be less straightforward than simply asking for them to be produced in a larger print size.  Under such circumstances, and in view of the preceding discussion at the end of 5.5, there is the risk that in the absence of a visual impairment specialist to monitor the situation, students’ needs might not be adequately met. 

5.6.1
Some issues concerning VI specialist intervention and young people’s rights. 

It had also emerged that both FE case study participants had considered that some of their course materials were accessible in standard format.  As a result, the students would ask for materials to be enlarged when they considered this necessary, rather than the materials being produced in an enlarged format by subject tutors as a matter of course. Again, this does not seem to have had any adverse consequences, and this approach may be seen as an example of good practice because it is empowering for the young people concerned.  However, both our case study findings and other research provide evidence (e.g. Mason and Mason, 1998; Franklin et al, 2001) that young people with visual impairment do not want to be singled out as ‘different’ to their peers, and as a consequence some will resist specialist support and/or equipment. That a young person should wish to be ‘the same as’ everybody else is natural; and the right to be treated on an equal basis as their peers is the central tenet of the inclusion agenda.  In terms of ensuring that a young person has equal access to the curriculum however, this finding raises two issues.  Firstly, how does a non-specialist know whether a young person is being realistic about the amount of support they need?  The most probable approach is by assessing their standard of work, but if they give the impression of coping, low grades might be attributed to other causes than to difficulties connected with their visual impairment such as problems in accessing course materials. 


The second issue is the important one of individual rights. Specialist support needs to be under the control of the student. Even were a teacher aware that a young person was refusing the help that they needed, support cannot simply be imposed upon them.  Such an approach would be unacceptable.  Adults do not always know best – the young person is the ‘expert’ in their visual impairment and has every right to refuse support. As Shakespeare and Watson (1998, pp.17 and 18) argue, “…disabled people are the experts on their lives….service providers should adequately consult with disabled people: asking people what they want is so much more effective than giving them what the provider thinks they need. The principle of autonomy does not mean that experts and professionals should be disregarded or dispensed with: the technical knowledge they possess and the assistance of committed workers in education, health and welfare is vital to disabled people…”. (Quoted in Wong, 2004, p. 38.)  In accordance with this perspective, we suggest that in the situation cited above where a young person refuses specialist support, just as in the situation where a young person might lack confidence or self advocacy skills, a visual impairment specialist is the person best placed to intercede.  A specialist teacher of students with visual impairment could, as in the case study example described earlier (paras 4.4.4 and 5.5) provide in-service training to mainstream staff to raise awareness about the student’s needs.  They could also draw upon their specialist knowledge to suggest alternative strategies to the young person to enable them to access the curriculum. For example, students who did not want a support worker sitting next to them in class to help with reading from the black-board, might respond more favourably to having a note-taker sitting discretely at the back of the class. Mainstream teaching staff might also be introduced to more inclusive teaching strategies that would benefit a wide range of students.

5.7
Mentoring.  

As well as highlighting issues connected with curriculum access, the case studies also revealed the central role played by the specialist teacher in mentoring/pastoral support (para 4.4.4). This was provided either as indirect support through monitoring, or direct support through listening or actively intervening. The role of mentor was not evident as a key aspect of the FE college personal tutors’ relationship with the case study students. Neither was there evidence of any sort of relationship between home and college, unlike the home-school links that continued for the three sixth formers. This is hardly surprising, given that the specialist teachers had all had several years in which to establish links with the young people and their parents. As part of the process of transition to adulthood the ties between home and education provider would be expected to loosen; parents will have fewer direct dealings with education professionals as young people become empowered to advocate for themselves. However, as discussed in the introduction to this report (paras 1.3.2 and 1.3.7) the emotional and psychological needs of young people, particularly during transition should not be overlooked.  Taken together with our case study findings on the importance of the specialist teacher’s role during the first few weeks following transition, there is clear evidence to support the proposal that all young people with visual impairments should have a trusted person to act as mentor during this period. 

5.7.1
The ‘learning coach’. 

Much of the discussion so far has drawn upon the central theme to emerge from the cross case analysis, which was the key role of the specialist teacher both in their capacity as a special education adviser, and as a mentor to the young person.  We have also made reference to Dysgu’s consultation document that was current at the time of the research study in the context of young people’s social and emotional, as well as their educational support needs. Another proposal made in the ‘Learning Country’ consultation was that each young person between the ages of 14 and 19 should have a named individual to act as a ‘learning coach’.   In responding to the consultation, people are asked to suggest “which of the number of professionals working with young people might be well placed to undertake this role…?” (Dysgu, 2002, p. 25).  One such person might be a personal adviser, as found in the Connexions service model in England. However, we would suggest that in the case of young people with visual impairments, the LEA VI service specialist teacher might also be a suitable candidate as in the pre-16 and sixth form contexts many would already appear to be fulfilling this function already. In view of the move towards the introduction of a 14 to 19 curriculum this suggestion would make particular sense, as it would effectively be an extension of the advisory teacher’s current role. 


In view of the previous discussion about self advocacy, it is suggested that an important role of the learning coach would be to assist young people in developing self advocacy skills. As the research has indicated, under the current system there is a highly structured specialist support service for visually impaired students at school, which is not in general found in mainstream post-16 settings.  At college there appears to be an ethos of treating young people as adults, and the expectation that they will voice their own needs. It would seem therefore, that in order to benefit from the personal autonomy that this approach offers, young people need to be equipped with the appropriate social skills.

5.7.2
Models of VI specialist support in FE. 

We would suggest that in accordance with the implementation of a 14 to 19 curriculum, the role of the LEA VI advisory teacher could be extended to supporting blind and partially sighted young people in FE.  There is already a precedent to this suggestion.  In England a few LEA VI services currently employ a specialist teacher to support and monitor students with visual impairment in FE.  One example is the Worcester VI service which employs peripatetic and college based specialist teachers to support young people (as well as older age groups) with visual impairment in all FE colleges in Worcestershire, along with some students in colleges in surrounding LEAs (Stone, 2003).  An alternative model may be for the college itself to have a dedicated resource centre, staffed by qualified support teachers as in the resourced school model.  A precedent for this may be found at Barry college in Wales, which has a resource centre and staff on site to support students with visual impairments and also students who are Deaf or hearing impaired. 

6.
CONCLUSION


Although this study looked at only five young people, by using a case study methodology we were able to obtain a wealth of detailed information about the experiences of individuals during transition planning, the process of transition, and following transition. The original aim of the study had been to use the case studies as a means of testing the transition process model and identifying ‘bottle-necks’ in the transition process.  Despite the fact that in all the case studies transition planning was carried out in accordance with the process model, some significant bottle-necks were identified.  In addition the case studies identified the importance to the young people of having ongoing, specialist support in the period following transition. Differences were also found between the culture of FE college and school sixth forms with respect to the young people with visual impairment. As only one FE college featured in this research we cannot be certain that the procedures described in the report apply to other colleges. That would need to be tested through further research.  Nevertheless, what we were able to do was to relate particular policies and procedures to outcomes. Other FE providers reading this report might like to reflect upon their own procedures in the light of our findings.

6.1
Communication breakdown. 

Communication breakdown was responsible for several bottle-necks in the process.  The most striking example was when a young person whose transition plan was based upon a continuation into sixth form had last minute doubts about whether to follow this course of action or instead, to go to the local FE college.  The careers adviser was not advised about this development and was therefore unable to make contingency arrangements. The outcome was an unplanned transition into college.  Subsequent failures in communication between the school, college and LEA led to a delay in closing his statement and a consequent delay in provision of his specialist equipment. 

The same case study also highlighted a weakness in the formal links that existed between the college and Careers Wales. Although the careers adviser played a key role in the case of planned transitions from school to FE, there were no protocols in place in the event of an unplanned transition. Had there been an existing procedure for involving the careers adviser at the stage when the young person enrolled at college, there may have been less delay in obtaining evidence about his support needs. The careers adviser would also have been available to offer advice and guidance when the young person subsequently decided to drop out of college.

There was also some evidence that information about the young people’s needs was not always communicated to all members of the FE college staff. This did not lead to any adverse outcomes as the young people themselves were sufficiently confident to explain their needs. However, had they been lacking in self advocacy skills, or ambivalent about raising the subject of their special needs because of a wish not to appear ‘different’ from their peers, the outcome could have been different.

6.2
Funding of equipment for students in FE. 

The case studies also demonstrated problems related to funding of equipment for students in FE.  This issue did not arise for sixth form students because they continued to use their existing equipment, and as at the time of the study funding still went direct to the LEA, any additional items continued to be paid for out of the VI service budget.  This situation will change from 2005 as in future, supplementary funding is to go direct to the education provider in the case of school sixth forms as well as other post-16 providers.  The college case studies revealed a dilemma for FE institutions, torn between a requirement to ensure that appropriate provision is in place for the start of term, and the requirement to be financially accountable by justifying expenditure on equipment, of money provided under the supplementary funding mechanism.  The outcome in one case was that despite the provision of advance information about a student’s needs, an item of equipment was not provided until 4 months after the beginning of their course. 

Considerable responsibility appears to have been placed on the individual disability co-ordinator involved in the two college case studies who, as noted in the findings (para 4.4.5) was limited by time and resource constraints. She had also emphasised the importance of being able to demonstrate to ELWa her financial prudence by in the one case, producing official evidence (the young person’s statement) of need, and in the other to ‘bulk buy’ equipment.  This may reflect a real or a perceived pressure from ELWa upon colleges to justify expenditure, with the (real or perceived) risk that without sufficient justification funding would not be provided. It may also reflect a lack of support from senior management in the college in enabling the disability co-ordinator to carry out her duties effectively. Inadequate support in this sense could relate to excessive job demands and/or insufficient staffing levels. It could also relate to expenditure constraints, if these were being relayed to the disability co-ordinator via the college via than directly from ELWa.  As Tomlinson (FEFC, 1996) had stressed, FE senior management must be fully committed to the inclusion agenda otherwise it cannot work. The delay in providing items of equipment to the two college students raises questions about whether the college was in fact meeting its anticipatory duty under SENDA.  It would therefore seem incumbent on ELWa and to FE managers and governors to ensure that their own policies and procedures are not presenting a barrier to college staff in carrying out their duties with respect to SENDA. 

6.3
Assessment procedures. 

A somewhat anomalous situation with respect to assessment became apparent when we compared procedures and practices relating to young people on transition to school sixth forms, FE colleges and HE institutions respectively. This anomaly can be linked partly, but not wholly, to differences in funding at FE and HE level.  It appears that although for students with disabilities entering HE their funding award for specialist equipment and support is contingent upon their undergoing a formal assessment of need by an approved agency, for students on transition to FE from school the emphasis is upon a written assessment based upon the young person’s pre-16 support. The key documents for young people in Wales with a statement are the statement itself, and from the 2003 academic year, a ‘Section 140 assessment’ provided by the young person’s special needs careers adviser. Somewhere between the two extremes come young people with a statement entering or continuing into a school sixth form after the age of 16. Although the case study participants did not have a formal assessment for this transition, it was evident that because the LEA visual impairment service continued to have responsibility for their provision, in all but name an assessment was taking place.  This was apparent from the detailed planning that took place between the specialist teachers and schools in the final months of Year 11, which resulted in changes to current support such as upgrading equipment, and preparing modified materials in advance of the start of the autumn term. 

6.4
Role of the specialist VI teacher following transition.  

The key role of the specialist teacher following transition was also apparent from the case studies of the young people who continued into school sixth form.  In the first few weeks following transition the specialist teachers were actively involved in working with the young people and their subject teachers to ensure they were able to meet the demands of the A level syllabus, for example by advising teachers on reading workloads for students with partial sight. These findings demonstrated that transition is an ongoing process, which continues well beyond the point at which the young person begins their post-16 education.  Whereas in schools the specialist teachers regularly acted as interveners between the young people and their subject teachers, and provided in-service training to mainstream school staff, in the college case studies students tended to advocate for themselves. This may work well for young people who are confident, have self advocacy skills and are prepared to draw attention to their visual impairment. In the case of less confident or less articulate young people, or those who are resistant to support because they do not wish to be singled out as ‘different’ to their peers there is a risk that their needs may go unmet. 

6.5
Holistic approach to transition. 

The case studies also highlighted the fact that transition is not just about young people’s practical support needs, but their social, emotional and psychological needs as well.  Adolescence is a time when friendships and peer relationships are of central importance.  The young people in the study made it clear that they wanted their uniqueness as individuals to be recognised.  At the same time, they wanted to be treated in the same way as their peers; they did not want to be labelled as ‘visually impaired’.  

6.6
In conclusion. 

Our findings led to the conclusion that blind and partially sighted young people should continue to have access to a specialist teacher for the visually impaired beyond the age of 16, whether their education provider is a school or an FE college. At the minimum such a person could monitor the student’s progress to ensure that they were being adequately supported.  In some cases there may be the need to advise the mainstream teacher on appropriate strategies to enable the student to access a particular subject or course. The specialist teacher may also be required to suggest alternative strategies for accessing the course of study, such as in the case of students who reject more direct approaches because they regard these as stigmatising.  Finally, our research suggests that during and after transition young people should have access to a trusted person to act as mentor. In view of the move towards the introduction of a 14 to 19 curriculum, for purposes of continuity the LEA VI service specialist teacher may be a person well placed to fulfil the proposed new role of learning coach, and also of mentor. 

Despite the similarities and patterns that emerged, our case studies showed that each of the five young people concerned experienced transition differently to the others.  It is clear that any model designed to meet the needs of blind and partially sighted young people during the process of post-16 transition must be flexible enough to suit a range of individuals who respond in unique ways to the same situation. 

7.
FINAL RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1
The Section 140 Assessment should be carried out as a practical exercise, and should involve a visual impairment specialist, in co-operation with the young person’s Careers Wales Adviser and their post-16 education provider.

7.2
A fair system of funding of specialist equipment and support for students with visual impairment in FE should be introduced, that is in line with funding for students in HE.  The funding for FE students should be based on the Section 140 Assessment.

7.3
ELWa and FE college management and governors should ensure that their policies, procedures and funding agreements do not present a barrier to college staff in carrying out their duties with respect to SENDA.

7.4
For all young people who are intending to go to FE, a college representative should in all cases be present at the Year 11 transition planning meeting, with the young person also present, to ensure that the young person is fully informed about the support available to them.

7.5
The careers adviser should be involved at all stages of transition planning, and (with the young person’s agreement) should be advised of any potential, as well as actual changes in a young person’s intentions about their transition arrangements. 

7.6
All mainstream FE college staff with visually impaired students should have access to training on visual impairment.

7.7
The LEA VI service advisory teacher should be considered for the role of ‘learning coach’ for young people with visual impairment.  This would need to be appropriately funded.

7.8
 Emphasis should be placed upon teaching self advocacy skills to blind and partially sighted young people with the aims of giving them greater autonomy in deciding how their specialist support should be provided, and preparing them for the less structured support systems found in most mainstream post-16 settings.

7.9
LEA VI services should have formal links with all FE colleges in their area so that a specialist VI teacher can be involved not only in the post-16 planning and assessment process but also in initial monitoring of post-16 support.  This would be in accordance with the Section 140 monitoring requirements placed upon Careers Wales. 

7.10
With reference to 7.9: all young people with visual impairment in FE should have support and/or monitoring of their support provided by a specialist teacher for students with visual impairment. This could be a peripatetic advisory teacher or a teacher based permanently at the college. 

Sue Keil

Research Officer

Education and Employment Research Department

RNIB

April 2004
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