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The population of Scotland is around 5 million people yet we really do not know the exact number of children with visual impairment. It is estimated at approximately 2000/3000. We do not know where they all are and what the causes of their visual impairment are. 

We know that we can roughly divide the causes of visual impairment into two main categories. The first is eye/input damage (50% of cases) and problems associated with this are Acuity (image clarity), Contrast sensitivity, Colour contrast and Colour vision. The other (50% of cases) can be classified as brain/processing damage and problems associated with this condition are the above plus;

· Handling complex visual scenes and missing information.

· Impaired movement through the 3D world

· Impaired recognition of people and objects and print which is (neurological dyslexia)

· Impaired route finding

· Impaired visual memory (making it difficult to copy)

What we do know about visual processing impairment is really just the tip of the iceberg; although we have covered a lot of ground in the last decade there is still a massive and significant amount to discover.

Visual Impairment and Children

We do know that Visual impairment in children is fundamentally different to visual impairment in adults. 

In the majority of cases, childhood visual impairment is of early onset and the child does not know what it is to have better vision. Vision has therefore not been lost, but it is different to that of other people. This is an important and significant difference between visually impaired adults and most visually impaired children. 

Impairment of vision in childhood can fundamentally impair access to information and thereby hinder learning. It is therefore essential that early intervention be employed to enhance learning and independence.

In the United Kingdom the current system of blind and partial sighted registration though voluntary is applied universally to adults and children. The process of registration can seem to many parents to be a statement that nothing more can be done to help their child. For this and a number of other reasons, a large proportion of children in Scotland who have visual impairment are not registered.

Visual Impairment Scotland is very aware that the existing process of ‘blind and partially sighted registration’ within Scotland does not meet the needs of children.  The term registration also has a number of negative connotations associated with it. 

However, Registration of visual impairment in children is important for a number of reasons:

· It potentially provides the facility to assemble the data concerning visual impairment and the services required;

· It provides a pathway of access to the services for individual children.

A national database is therefore required in order to ensure that accurate statistics are held and that there is equity of service provision. It is, therefore, recommended that all registration forms be processed centrally as well as locally.

Government funding has been given for a three-year project aimed at achieving this end. This project is called "Visual Impairment Scotland" and is based, at the University of Edinburgh, Scottish Sensory Centre. Parents or young people themselves are invited to complete a notification form. Further more detailed assessment of function, need and services forms may be filled out by parent/child and with their permission, by professionals.
The Identification of children in Scotland with impaired vision.

The principal sources of identifying children in Scotland will be from;

A. Hospital records.

B. Community computerised paediatric records.

C. Blind registration records.

D. Educational records from educational authorities and special schools

E. Notification of new cases by colleagues.

F. Special needs register.
It is hoped that Visual Impairment Scotland will provide an opportunity to develop an integrated national system of notification/registration with the potential to ensure that there is equity of services throughout the country.
We envisage that there will be many outcomes of the service.

1.The epidemiological profile of childhood visual impairment will be determined for the first time in mainland Britain. This will provide opportunities for planning for prevention of visual impairment and improved service provision.

2. Accurate statistics of the numbers of children with visual impairment and their distribution throughout Scotland will aid the planning of educational and social services provision.

3.The identification of the location and distribution of children with genetic causes of impaired vision will provide data for further genetic research.  

4.The potential will be created to establish a voluntary national register of children with impaired vision, on the basis of educational need, linked to the special needs register.

5.This could then form the basis of an independent service for parents and children.

6. We also envisage that future cooperation with the Scandinavian registration systems would facilitate comparative epidemiological studies. 
If I may I would now like to detail a little about Visual Impairment Scotland.

Who are Visual Impairment Scotland

Well, V.I. Scotland is a group of people who all work in the area of visual impairment.  We are Ophthalmologists, Educationalists, Researchers, General Practitioners, Community Paediatricians and most importantly Parents and Children themselves.
We aim to provide up-to-date information about what particular services are available in the child’s local area and specific information about each child’s eye condition. By knowing this we aim to match the needs and resources available for every parent and child.
V. I. Scotland is also setting up a children’s club called VISKIDS
So what is VISKIDS?

VISKIDS is a true children’s club, and when children join VISKIDS they will receive a free information sheet written in plain English about his/her specific eye condition(s). Also on this sheet will be a general description of the visual condition, the prognosis/outlook and any implications for communication, mobility, learning and access to information.

As part of this club, children will have the opportunity to enter fun competitions and go on various outings trips. This way, visually impaired children from all over Scotland can meet up with each other. After speaking to many parents we find that many parents, as well as children, feel in some way isolated, that is some have expressed the feeling that “am I the only one who is visually impaired? Am I the only parent of a visually impaired child? I wish I could speak to other parents of visually impaired children!”

It is the hope of V. I. Scotland to come to the aid of parents seeking this kind of support as we eventually aim to hold local parent evenings, in community halls or schools where parents and children can meet and just talk to each other. 

However, physically meeting each other is not the only way people now communicate with each other. The Internet has opened up a whole range of opportunities. As a result there will also be a V.I. Scotland/ VISKIDS website http://viscotland.education.ed.ac.uk/. 

This website will be divided into two sections, the more sober and informative side – V. I. Scotland and the children site – VISKIDS.

The website will provide access to the Scottish Sensory Centre’s database of services and contacts specifically relevant to children with visual impairments and their parents.

The VISKIDS website will have new and exciting features for children logging on.

There will be for example,

· Jokes

· Quizzes

· Games Stories

· Letters

· Reviews

· Toys  

· Places to go  

· Daily living tips
Activities 
Questions and Answer sections

But most excitingly there will be a secure and safe


Chat room where children – NO PARENTS can log on and talk to each other live!

This will be an exciting opportunity to bring together children from all over Scotland through the club VISKIDS. Children once they have joined VISKIDS will receive a password and this will enable them to log onto the chat room in the website.

Membership of VISKIDS is of course free.
The website though is not just for children alone!

The VISCOTLAND website as opposed to the VISKIDS website will be a rich source of information on visual impairment. There will also be an email question and answer section where parents can send in any questions about how to do ‘x’ and hopefully another parent will then send in any answers ‘Y’ they feel are appropriate.

Through the websites not only do we aim to provide a ‘one-stop’ source of information but also we hope to bring Scotland’s visual impairment community together. Visual Impairment Scotland is a new radical organisation, for in a way we are taking information out of the hands of the consultant and giving it to the parent. In other words we shall be empowering the parent by providing accurate and up to date information on a wide range of topics.

We expect Visual Impairment Scotland Service to be launched early sometime next year. So please watch this space!!
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