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Background

Training
Traditionally, in the 1970s and 80s, for teachers working in Wales to become Qualified Teachers of the Visually Impaired (QTVI), specialist training courses were only available outside Wales, for example in Birmingham and Cambridge.
In 1989 a training course was developed in Swansea University, followed by another in Caerleon College in 1993. Currently, University of Wales Newport is the only University in Wales which delivers this training.

Educational support services

Educational services for children and young people with Visual impairment were first developed in Wales in the mid 1960s, in order to support pupils who were partially –sighted in mainstream schools. At that time, those who had severe visual impairment, or were blind, were educated in specials schools for VI. There was only one special school for VI in Wales – Ysgol Penybont, Bridgend in south Wales. Pupils went there either on a daily or residential basis, the catchment area extending from north, west and south Wales to south west England, as the special school in Exeter then only catered for partially-sighted pupils. Many pupils from north Wales opted to travel to St Vincent’s School for the Blind, Liverpool as it was nearer.

Government Policy towards Inclusion
Following the Vernon Report (1972), the Warnock Report (1978) and the Education Act (1981) the trend towards integration became fairly rapid and numbers attending special schools dwindled. This impacted hugely on Local Education Authorities in that more specialist teachers were needed to support more and more children and young people with VI attending mainstream school sand resourced units.
The Salamanca Statement (1994) called upon all governments to ‘adopt as a matter of law or policy the principle of inclusive education, enrolling all children in regular schools unless there are compelling reasons for doing otherwise’. 
A strong and complex legal framework has developed since the work of the Warnock Committee, many of them directly influencing training of specialist teachers.   
Policy for education in Wales is fundamentally very similar to England - but there are a few publications from the Welsh Assembly Government which differ.
The most important document in relation to children and young people with Visual Impairment was the SEN Code of Practice for Wales (2002) which provides practical advice to LEAs, schools, Early Years settings and others on carrying out statutory duties to identify, assess and make provision for children’s Special Educational Needs. Parental choice and pupil participation, as described within the Code, had a huge impact on where pupils with VI were to be educated. The Welsh code also gave families the right to request Welsh medium education for their child, regardless of their learning difficulties.
The Welsh Language Act (1993) enshrines equal status for Welsh and English in the delivery of public services and since all parents and carers may opt for Welsh medium or bilingual education for their children, the demand for Welsh medium SEN provision naturally follows. In relation to the Welsh language, the aim of the Welsh Assembly is that, by 2011 the proportion of the entire population that can speak Welsh will have grown by 5%, with the greatest increase amongst young people. Its overriding strategy in this area is entitled ‘Iaith Pawb’ (translated as ‘everyone’s language’) (2002) which recognises the rights of pupils, or parents of pupils, with special educational needs to receive educational provision in the language of their choice. 
The Welsh Curriculum 2000 (Y Cwriciwlwm Cymraeg) dictates that all pupils in Welsh schools must study Welsh as a core subject until the age of 16. Providing access to this area of the curriculum presents and additional challenge to those supporting pupils who are visually impaired. 

The Welsh Assembly’s paving document The Learning Country 1 and 2 (2001 & 2006) sets out strategy for education in Wales until 2010. One of the goals in the document is ’to ensure that all children and young people have the right to the best possible start in life and the opportunity to reach their full potential’.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1992) has impacted on policy in both Wales and England. In 2004 the Welsh Assembly published Children and Young People: Rights to Action, based on seven core aims from the Convention. A very similar, parallel document -  ‘Every Child Matters’ - was published in England in 2003. 

Another significant factor which has impacted on education for children and young people with visual impairment was the establishing of RNIB Cymru in the early 1980s. Additional funding became available from the RNIB to support the integration of totally blind pupils into mainstream settings. Increasing numbers of pupils with visual impairment have been given equal opportunity to fully access the curriculum and receive their education alongside their sighted peers in mainstream settings in their local communities.
Welsh Assembly Government’s Audit
The Welsh Assembly Government conducted an audit of provision for children and young people with Visual Impairment in 2003. This was the first audit of its kind in Wales as very little official data was available across the 22 Local Education Authorities. The main issues arising from the audit were:

· Disparity across Wales in that each LEA determined its own policy for identification and intervention. This resulted in a postcode lottery situation where, for example, pupils could potentially receive very different levels of support if they moved to a school within a neighbouring LEA. 
· Staffing levels were inconsistent across the 22 LEAs so that the teacher – pupil ratio varied considerably. For example, the level of support from a QTVI varied from ten hours to I hour per week.
· There were concerns as to the age range of specialist teachers as over 60% of the workforce would reach retirement age within the next 10 years. In at least 5 LEAs there was an impending crisis in that all of their existing QTVIs would reach retirement age by 2013. There was good practice in one area where mainstream teachers were being trained as QTVIs in anticipation of future needs.
· There was a shortage of suitable trained teachers to provide support through the medium of Welsh and also for supply cover generally. Equality of linguistic provision and the bilingual skills of specialists have therefore been an issue for many years. Evidence from the audit shows that 6 LEAs had no access to a Welsh speaking QTVI although they supported a number of pupils in Welsh medium settings.
· Mobility in education training was not provided within all LEA support services. Only 7 Services for VI employed a Mobility specialist to work with children.
· There was a lack of uniform minimum standards to ensure equitable provision for all children and young people with visual impairment across Wales.

One of the outcomes of the audit was the publication of the Quality Standards in Educational Services (2005). This guidance is for Local Education Authorities to assist them in their service delivery to children and young people with sensory impairment. Similar guidance had already been produced by the DfES (2002) and Sense (2004) and these were used as a model.
The Quality Standards were produced with the intention of:

· Increasing the options available to the child or young person

· Improving access to and availability of specialist support

· Ensuring a continuum of equitable provision

· Assisting LEAs in determining appropriate resources and arrangements

· Ensuring availability of specialist regional services where appropriate

The standards are intended for use as benchmarks against which services provided can be evaluated, using the self-evaluation tool provided. 
Another outcome of the 2003 audit was that the Welsh Assembly Minister for Education raised concerns over the recruitment of new teachers into the profession. Discussions were held between Welsh Assembly officials and the School of Education at University of Wales Newport, who were revalidating their existing mandatory qualification courses for VI and HI. Newport is the sole provider of these courses in Wales and the Minister attended the launch of the new courses in partnership with RNIB Cymru (in place since 1993) and Mary Hare School for the Deaf, Newbury (from 2005).
Furthermore, to boost the current workforce and recruit mainstream teachers onto the course, the Welsh Assembly provided a grant to assist a total of 48 teachers (24 for vision and 24 for hearing) with their course fees. 
The outcome is that healthy numbers of students have been accepted onto the course and have gained the Postgraduate Diploma SEN in Visual Impairment (gaining QTVI status).
Mobility Training. During the 1970s and 80s, employing mobility specialists was a rare occurrence in Welsh LEAs. A full-time mobility specialist was appointed to work in Ysgol Penybont (special school for VI in Bridgend) in 1982. As more pupils with severe visual impairment were included in mainstream settings, the need for mobility training slowly became apparent. However at the time of the Welsh Assembly audit (2003) there were still only 8 qualified mobility specialists employed by Services for VI across Wales.

The shortage of mobility specialists to deliver training in mobility and orientation to children and young people with VI also became a major issue for the Welsh Assembly. As there was no course of this nature in Wales the University of Wales Newport saw this gap in provision and set about to develop a pioneering new course entitled Mobility and Orientation in Education. Through further discussion with Welsh Assembly officials a grant was secured for a total of 16 students wishing to pursue this training. The new course started in September 2007 and to date has 12 students either qualified or in training.
University of Newport leads the field in accredited SEN training in Wales; new courses are constantly being developed to meet the needs of current policy and practice in education. The University is very proud of its work in providing training for professionals working in the field of visual impairment, assured by the knowledge that successful students are at the forefront of current policy and practice.
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