Embracing Change: developing staff competence in responding to diversity, equality and inclusion needs of visually impaired clients
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Disability has often been described as the last great civil rights struggle. Disability, however, has not traditionally been at the forefront of civil rights agitation in Ireland. Its position was peripheral, due to the fact that it was largely regarded primarily as a medical, health or welfare issue. Enormous organizational, financial and attitudinal barriers have existed regarding the entire experience of disability. These have been underpinned by a traditional view of disability as a focus of charity or shelter. In Irish society, the concept that the disadvantage associated with disability could be externally imposed by society rather than an intrinsic part of disability itself is a recent one.

In publishing its first Strategic Plan in 2001 the new National Disability Authority recognized this. It described the widespread “fear and ignorance of the unknown” that often characterize public perceptions of disability. 

Public attitudes towards disability are still based on charity rather than on rights, and the odds are stacked against people with disabilities at almost every turn. Whether their status is looked at in terms of economics, information, education, mobility or housing they are seen to be treated as second-class citizens.

(NDA 2001, p. 10)

Central to this has been the need to train and upskill staff to meet the challenges of a changing disability environment – within a changing social environment that has seen significant demographic and economic transformation. 

St Joseph’s Centre for the Visually Impaired in Dublin has a long history of engagement in specialized education provision for blind and visually impaired people. In recent years it has built on this through a series of innovative staff training initiatives to respond to the challenges of change.

Without doubt, the pace of change in recent years has been extensive.  Public discourse on disability, in addition, has increasingly been formed by a more pronounced focus on equality and rights. This has meant a re-examination of the importance of civil rights as the basis for participatory citizenship – including meaningful participation in education and employment. This orientation has had a deep and immediate impact on the lives of people with disabilities in terms of policy responses to issues and concerns raised by the experience of disability, associated levels of discrimination and access to socio-economic participation.

In terms of service provision, it has meant a stated commitment to mainstreaming to anchor rights in practice across the whole spectrum of health, education, training, employment and information services. In terms of official response it has meant the transformation and restructuring of agencies and a redefinition of their remit as well as re-assignment of responsibilities to government departments (other than solely the Department of Health and Children). In terms of policy response it has meant the formal recognition that the objects of activity can and must move to become the subjects. 

The reality of exclusion and discrimination for those with disabilities exists at every level of personal and social functioning. Attitudes of exclusion have been described as pervasive. Where disability is acknowledged, it is often seen in terms of charitable beneficence or, at the other extreme, of social fear or stigma. The frequent confusion in the public mind of disability and illness only compounds the difficulties for those attempting to have their needs addressed objectively. This is by no means a phenomenon confined to Ireland.  The European Disability Forum, among others, has documented discrimination against people with disabilities in every European country.

People with disabilities constitute one of the largest socially excluded groups in Irish society. Disability is recognized as one of the nine discriminated-against groups designated for consideration by the Equality Authority and associated equality legislation. 

Policy formulation, service planning and evaluation have been greatly hampered by:

· Lack of clarity and agreement on what constitutes disability

· Lack of comprehensive statistics and inadequate research

· Subservience to medicalized models of care

· Organizational fragmentation in service provision

· Inadequate professional responses

· Insufficient diagnostic criteria and assessment tools.

Whatever about historic levels of discrimination, the significant change that is happening in the world of Irish disability has posed a whole new set of conditions and realities for professionals and individuals alike – and opportunities for new forms of educational provision. The change in the field of disability in Ireland is driven by a number of factors summarized as:

· A growing focus on rights

· Direct involvement of people with disabilities themselves

· A greater sense of connection between disability and other forms of social exclusion

· An increasing challenge to medicalized models of response

· A recognized need for accurate statistics and research on the extent and nature of disability in Ireland

· A renewed emphasis on community, not just in terms of deinstitutionalization but also in terms of integration

· The growth and influence of independent living concepts and methods

· The importance of vocational raining and employment approaches due to the ESF resources and social models promoted by the European Union

· Advances in technology

· An emphasis on access and design for all

· Influence of accountability practices and quality standards in evaluating traditional service provision for people with disabilities.

In a rapidly changing economic milieu significant creativity and flexibility are called for – not merely for those with disabilities but for all ‘non-traditional’ sectors. Paradoxically, the experiences and achievements of many specialized training providers in Ireland throughout the last twenty years are extremely helpful in indicating alternative ways forward for many others, not just those with disabilities.

It must be acknowledged that internationally and nationally, people with disabilities have made increasing advances into mainstream social participation. Of notable significance are the inroads in the areas of education and employment. Various factors are involved in this shift. The influence of Europe in charting the importance of social rights and standards, the influence of US disability legislation, the impact of civil rights struggles internationally and the emergence of understanding from the struggles of the women’s movement in Ireland and the resultant equality lessons have all contributed.  

But in the world of disability two other factors need to be mentioned: advocacy and empowerment. A noted achievement in the Irish context has been the gradual but successful mainstreaming of educational services for young people with disabilities in our schools system. The phasing out of special schools removes a grave stigma for thousands of young people. It also indicates that special supports are still required – but this time delivered in ordinary schools. 

These issues also touch on the methodologies and techniques that can assist a dedicated sense of educational provision and staff training. This entails working with families and communities. This entails working with the voluntary sector, itself in need of significant re-evaluation in new circumstances. This entails addressing social exclusion as an interplay of experiences around discrimination and inequality rather than discreet areas that can be regarded in isolation. To address this effectively needs a clear and coherent theoretical understanding of social exclusion, impoverishment and discrimination. It also means strong lateral linkages with other professional groups involved in social inclusion.

Professional development needs in the area of social exclusion are significant. This applies both to enabling actors to understand the nature of systems that create and sustain inequality as to the best role that they themselves can be expected to play. Building the linkages between hitherto unconnected areas of social exclusion, we find that many more parallels than differences exist. This is not to distract from specific and distinct needs of those working in various sectors. The common underlying dynamic of inequality, however, affects many groups in different ways and at different times.

The need for staff to have the competence, skill, knowledge and attitudes to deal with this rapidly changing environment has long been recognized. The development of staff capacity to deal with change – external and internal – is a critical component in best practice service provision for those working in disability. The record and experience of St Joseph’s, Dublin, is an impressive one in this regard. As part of its wider commitment to the rights and inclusion of students with visual impairment it has pioneered a set of staff training initiatives since 2007 which have greatly assisted the agenda in terms of professionalism and expertise in dealing with the needs of its visually impaired students and clients. The original brief of the equality and diversity staff training in 2007 was based on the following aims and objectives.

To deliver a dedicated supplementary training programme for staff to enable participants to develop competence in relation to:

· Achieving equality standards in professional practice and service provision

· Equality legislation and implications

· Challenges around prejudice and discrimination
· Embedding diversity and quality service provision.
In 1922, there were just eight charitable, voluntary or private institutions serving needs of people with disabilities in the Irish Free State. Two were schools for boys with sensory disabilities, one for the deaf and St Joseph’s School for Blind Boys.  Although both Dublin based institutions were recognised as National Schools, neither received state funding to support their activities. Their needs were largely ignored or they were considered to be ‘uneducable’ or ‘educationally subnormal’, leading to policies that isolated them for training rather than education.  

Two further significant changes occurred that would influence the education of blind boys.  In 1955 the trusteeship of St Josephs School and Asylum for the Blind changed to the Rosminian Order, whose ethos is based on learning and holistic personal development. 1955 also saw the emergence of parent involvement in special education. 

From 1960 to 1980 the predominant view at policy level was still the medical model (evidenced by the joint involvement of the Departments of Health and Education in special needs education). According to Swan (2000) “separate schooling still remained the essential thrust of government policy”.  The legacy of the institutions and special education being provided in residential settings ‘behind walls’ meant that the public perception of disability was still largely based on pity and for many, particularly in rural areas, the shame and stigma of having a family member with a disability remained. 

St Joseph’s School for Blind Boys opened a new primary school building in 1960. In 1970 the Rosminian Order opened a secondary school.  By the mid 1970s it was estimated that over 100 special schools existed and in addition there was a growing number of special classes in ordinary (mainstream) schools.  This development owes little to direct government intervention or involvement, but was initiated and managed by religious or parent groups.

The end of the 1970s a change in thinking started to emerge.  This was prompted in part by Ireland’s membership of the European Community in 1973, where many Member States already provided legal protection for the educational rights of children with disabilities.  The establishment of the Visiting Teacher Service to support children with hearing impairments in ordinary education expanded to include children with vision impairment. The Department of Education proposed that children with a mild general disability could be accommodated in special classes in ordinary education. In addition the individual rather than the medical model began to gather momentum as the preferred view of people with disability – moving away from the traditional medical model to one focusing on the individual model which takes coping with loss and psychosocial dimensions into account.

Since the 1980s, Ireland has moved from economic recession to boom (the Celtic Tiger phase from 1995 to 2008) and back into recession. Changes in economic fortune have a direct impact on the level of funding allocated to education and development of services.  Although investment in education in the 1980s was limited, significant policy development was achieved. The publication of The Education and Training of Severely and Profoundly Mentally Handicapped Children in 1983 acknowledged for the first time in Ireland that no child is uneducable. 

The critical importance of the Report of the Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities in 1996 has been underlined by a significant wave of legislative and administrative measures tied in to the acceptance of the social model of disability, the mainstreaming of services and significant new legislation. The linkage to other areas of social discrimination and human rights has not been consistent. Nonetheless the importance of the Equality Act 2004 cannot be overestimated. It links disability to eight other areas of defined status for the pursuance of anti-discrimination actions.

All these measures place significant responsibilities on agencies like St Joseph’s to respond to change by educating and training staff. It has risen to this challenge (and opportunity) by investing in a range of measures designed to bring the organization to the forefront of staff competence development in the Irish sector.

It is fortunate that it has the historical pedigree to undertake this task. In 1983 a landmark development in the provision of integrated education occurred.  Under the trusteeship of the Rosminian Order, in partnership with the Vocational Educational Committee, Pobalscoil Rosmini opened - the first example of functional integration for a large group of second level students with vision impairment. Those attending the school were boys from the local community and boys with vision impairment from all over the country who attended as day students or as boarders staying in the residential services of St Josephs.  

This tradition is combined with an analysis of the significant changes from 2000-2009.

For Students:

· Decrease in student numbers with vision impairment only

· A significant increase of students who have, in addition to visual impairment, a range of complex disabilities (MDVI) – many of whom are wheelchair users.
· Decrease in residential students of primary school age

· Increase in residential students for Leaving Certificate cycle – students coming back into a more specialised setting from mainstream settings

· Increase in the number of children attending the primary school as day students

· Increasing number of children from varied religious, cultural and ethnic backgrounds, many of whom not having English as a first language

· Increase in rate of referrals for early intervention and pre-school services.
For Staff:

· Increase in staffing levels from 60 to 149 people

· Staff now represent more a more diverse population, including those for whom English is not their first language

· Practices have become more structured due to legislative and best practice requirements

· Level of competence and skills in relation to rehabilitation provision has increased 

· Interdisciplinary working practices have been established as opposed to a predominant emphasis residential care practices

For the Organization:

· Planning for a national centre has moved through a number of phases and has come back to the position of being largely funded by the voluntary rather than by the state sector

· The structure of reporting has changed with the introduction of a Board of Directors, with a requirement for more accountability and transparency
· Funding has become problematic with the economic downturn.
It is against this background that St Joseph’s has continued to pioneer staff training and development initiatives at a number of levels. It is a clear recognition that, in a time of change, strategic direction and improvement can only be strengthened with active staff engagement through enhanced professional skills and accreditation. The success of the various equality and diversity training measures to date links this to a critical path of linkage to Irish legislation and European best practice. The positive reactions form staff and management show that it is a key element in driving forward future developments in the development of personnel capacity in the Irish visually impaired sector.
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