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Structures for Effective Curriculum Access - a Collaborative Model

The RNIB Curriculum Information Service – Our aim in this short talk is to describe the work of a new service in the United Kingdom that provides information and advice to teachers in special and mainstream schools with visually impaired pupils in their classes.  RNIB’s Curriculum Information Service is a partnership between its Education Support Services (which support inclusive education in mainstream schools) and New College Worcester (a special school for academically able blind and partially sighted pupils aged between 11 and 18 years).

RNIB Education Support Services – RNIB operates a network of centres around the United Kingdom which provide services to families, teachers and other professionals in the region concerned.   In addition to these regional services, each centre also provides one or more national services.  In the case of Education Centre: West, one of these national services is the Curriculum Information Service.

RNIB New College Worcester: a new role - New College is strengthening its position in the field of education by using its specialist resources and expertise for the benefit of visually impaired pupils across the country and by developing the knowledge and skills of the teaching staff to enable them to give guidance that is relevant to pupils in mainstream schools.

Applying the model? - We hope that the partnership model we are describing will be of interest to delegates from other European countries and that some of you will be able to apply a similar approach in your own work.  At the end of the talk we will also consider briefly some of the wider issues raised by the creation of the Curriculum Information Service.

OHT 2

RNIB Curriculum Support before the Curriculum Information Service

Early informal links with RNIB New College – For many years, teachers at RNIB New College have been sharing their expertise with teachers from mainstream schools.  Until recently, however, this outreach work was entirely voluntary and teachers had no time set aside to carry it out. 

Role of Curriculum Groups – Many teachers from special schools and mainstream support services in the UK belong to Curriculum Groups which focus on teaching particular subjects to visually impaired children.  Although much important work took place in these groups there was no reliable way to disseminate it more widely before the new service was formed.

Lack of accountability - Although RNIB New College and the Curriculum Groups provided useful information and advice to other teachers, they were under no obligation to do so and were not accountable for the work they carried out.  This was a significant weakness. 

Reactive approach – With no effective structure to manage and take responsibility for the dissemination of curriculum expertise, it was difficult to be proactive in this area.  Although we could provide answers to questions when people asked them, the system was unable to look ahead, identify what information would be needed and work out the best way to provide this.

Limited scope for development – this diagram demonstrates the limitations of this early system.  Although the main components of the later service existed, the links between them were weak and poorly defined.
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Outreach at RNIB New College: before the formation of the Curriculum Information Service

Requests from other schools for information, advice and visits - New College was known to have experienced staff in all curriculum areas as well as specialist facilities and resources.  The school always welcomed visitors and answered enquiries by telephone and letter but this was not seen as a significant part of its role.

The need for reference material: RNIB Education Support Services - Mainstream schools were asking RNIB for guidance so that pupils with a visual impairment could attend their local school, in line with the national policy of inclusive education.  New College was an obvious source of this guidance and individual teachers contributed to it, but not in a systematic way.

Conflicts: time, loyalty, finance - Teachers found time between lessons and in the evenings to answer requests and to provide information that would help pupils in mainstream schools; their prime responsibility was however to the pupils at New College.  The Outreach work caused a conflict of loyalty as it was seen by some people to be undermining future recruitment of pupils to the school.
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Establishing the new service 

Government commitment to inclusion – The UK government issued a programme of action in 1998 that made clear its commitment to extending the inclusion of children with special educational needs in mainstream schools.  This report also encouraged the development of a new relationship between special schools and mainstream schools, in order to make best use of special school expertise.

RNIB policy on future role of special schools – RNIB was also reviewing the role of its own special schools to identify a way forward in the new political climate.  RNIB schools were encouraged to look for new ways to develop their role as regional or national centres of excellence.

Joint funding of new service – As a result of these developments, New College and Education Centre: West were both granted additional subsidy by RNIB in order to fund the creation of the Curriculum Information Service.   The joint funding was important to demonstrate that both sides were making an equal commitment to the new initiative.

Appointment of Curriculum Information Officer - On the part of the Education Centre the additional subsidy was used to pay for the appointment of a new full-time post to provide information and advice on curriculum issues.  This post would be held not by a teacher but by an information specialist.  

Defined relationship between school and service – An important part of the new arrangement was the establishment of a formal structure setting out the contributions of New College and Education Centre: West to the new service.  What had previously been a matter of goodwill was now clearly defined as a set of specific responsibilities on both sides.
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Outreach at RNIB New College: as part of the Curriculum Information Service

A new structure - An Outreach team of eight experienced teachers and a co-ordinator was created within the school.  Working with the Curriculum Information Officer a system was set up for recording enquiries and communicating information.

Provision of dedicated time for Outreach work - Each team member was allocated some school time for answering enquiries, writing guidance, meeting visitors and developing new initiatives.  A record is kept of how Outreach time is spent.

All subject areas are represented – Each teaching faculty provides a member of the Outreach team.  In this way the Outreach service can answer enquiries for any curriculum subject, and Outreach issues can be discussed at faculty meetings so that all teaching staff feel included.

Outreach Co-ordinator - As well as acting as team leader, the co-ordinator works closely with the Curriculum Information Officer at the Education Centre in planning new initiatives and developing links with organisations and establishments outside New College.

Support of Curriculum Information Officer minimises disruption to teaching - Enquiries are received first of all by the Curriculum Information Officer and then passed to the team members so that they can be answered in Outreach time without interrupting classes.  Many routine enquiries can be dealt with directly by the Curriculum Information Officer herself.

Financed by RNIB (not by New College school fees) – The grant made by RNIB to New College covers the cost of staff time for Outreach work and other expenses.  In this way the fees of the pupils at New College are not subsidising Outreach.

Outreach role officially recognised both inside and outside the school - New College is able to advertise its Outreach role outside the school and to encourage teaching staff to actively support this function.

Two-way communication between the specialist school and mainstream schools - As well as providing information, the Outreach team members are able to make valuable contacts with colleagues in mainstream schools.  This helps them to understand the key issues related to inclusion and to make their advice more relevant to different settings.

Specialist school staff develop understanding of needs in mainstream schools - As enthusiasts, both in their own subject area and in the field of visual impairment, New College staff are receptive to new ideas related to different teaching and learning situations.  This contact brings fresh ideas into the special school, which enhances the quality of its own teaching.  This exchange of information and ideas is central to the work of the Curriculum Groups.

This diagram illustrates the strength of the new structure, with the Curriculum Information Service binding together the other three components.
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The range of services offered by the Curriculum Information Service

Enquiry service – the service responds to individual enquiries from teachers about a range of matters including teaching approaches, specialist equipment and examination arrangements for visually impaired pupils.

Newsletter – The service produces a free newsletter every term that concentrates on one subject area of the curriculum.  The newsletter provides practical advice on teaching techniques and equipment.

Range of publications  - The service produces a number of publications each year.  The major publication so far has been a substantial folder of information and advice for teachers in mainstream secondary schools.

Website – The service has its own website with up to date information about its activities and a bulletin board for specific enquiries.

Curriculum related training courses – From her contact with schools the Curriculum Information Officer identifies training needs and runs one day training courses in conjunction with Education Centre: West to address these needs.

Subject focus days – Each term one subject is chosen as an area of particular focus and interested teachers and support staff are invited to a meeting, paid for by the service, to share their ideas.  The outcome of these meetings is written up as a part of the termly newsletter.

Liaison with Curriculum Groups – One of the main roles of the service is to oversee and co-ordinate the work of the Curriculum Groups, which along with New College staff provide much of the information that it disseminates. 

Equipment recommendations – The service puts forward recommendations for new equipment and resources to RNIB’s production centre in Peterborough and helps to publicise new items of equipment when they are produced.
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A summary of progress made in the first two years

Target: 100 enquiries in the first year.  When the service was launched in September 1998 we hoped to answer 100 enquiries within the year.

Outcome:  250 enquiries in a single term.  Enquiries continue to come in at this rate.  There is clearly a real need for the Curriculum Information Service.

Termly newsletter – The circulation has grown to 3000 copies and continues to increase.  Feedback from readers confirms that the material is relevant and valuable.

Subject focus days, training days, curriculum group meetings: opportunities to exchange ideas, experiences and approaches – As well providing training, meetings can be used to generate and disseminate information, identify needs, and explore ways in which the service should be developing in the future. 

Meetings generate material that is disseminated through the newsletter – Curriculum group meetings are run as workshops in order to produce guidance and resource material that can be published to a wide audience through the newsletter.  In addition this builds a bank of accessible reference material.
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What have we learnt from the first two years?  Where do we go from here?

The need for information - Visual impairment is a low incidence disability and pupils, parents and teachers can easily feel isolated: the Curriculum Information Service is a valued point of contact.  The local visual impairment service may not have expertise in all subject areas and each year a visually impaired pupil moves into a new class and may be taught by different subject teachers.

The specialist school as a concentration of subject specialists, specialists in visual impairment, and enthusiasts – Mainstream schools have subject specialists and visual impairment specialists; New College staff combine these specialisms and have skills and knowledge that should be shared more widely.

The Education Centre network linking schools and services – Education Centre: West acts both as a link and as a buffer between the inclusive mainstream settings and the special school, encouraging good communication and eliminating tension and mistrust.

The co-operation between school and centre is central to the success of the venture.  The partnership has a defined structure, clear aims, and a commitment of time energy and resources from both sides.
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Long term issues in curriculum access

Is sharing information enough?  So far the Curriculum Information Service has proved very important as a means of disseminating information about different teaching approaches.   While this role will continue to be important, we need to look ahead to how its role may develop in future.

Establishing what constitutes good practice – As more visually impaired children are educated in mainstream schools, the future of special schools becomes less secure.  One important role for the Curriculum Information Service is to identify the essential ingredients of good practice and to encourage the use of common approaches to curriculum modification among mainstream teachers of visually impaired pupils, in order to maintain and safeguard future standards.

Encouraging mainstream schools to take ownership of VI pupils – One of the main difficulties of inclusive education is the question of whether it is the mainstream teachers or the VI support staff who are primarily responsible for making the curriculum accessible to a visually impaired child.  The philosophy behind the work of the Curriculum Information Service is that inclusion can only succeed completely when all teachers understand and take responsibility for meeting the needs of the visually impaired children in their classes. 

Research opportunities – Many of the arguments for inclusive education overlook the very real issues involved in making the sighted curriculum meaningful to visually impaired children.   The Curriculum Information Service is building up a significant bank of information on the ways in which visually impaired children learn most effectively in different educational contexts.  In years to come this information will provide an invaluable resource for academic research in this vital area. 
