Is there still a role for designated visual impairment (VI) special schools in the 21st Century
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This research paper reports on a survey designed to capture the views of parents whose children attend designated special school provision for visual impairment in England. The need for such research was identified in the wake of a renewed interest in the role of special schools by central government in the UK. 

A number of factors have focused attention on special schools, not least the general reappraisal of mainstream school provision and inclusion published in the 2005 monograph by Baroness Warnock ‘Special educational needs: a new look.' One of the main reasons for the particular emphasis on designated provision for blind or partially sighted pupils is that visual impairment is a largely uncontested form of disability with a long history of dedicated provision. It is also a low incidence disability. This means that the number of blind or partially sighted pupils in either mainstream or specialist provision remains small and thus especially vulnerable to changes in the internal or external environment. Even seemingly minor changes can therefore make a significant impact on the organisation of, and provision available within, this sector.

Background to the Research

Special school provision for pupils who are blind or partially sighted was first explored in detail in England by what is now referred to as the ‘Vernon Report’ published in 1972. Although the Vernon Report pre-dates the far more influential Warnock Report (published in May 1978) there are close similarities between the issues explored in the two reports and the political climate in which they were instigated. 

The Vernon Report remains the only full-scale examination by central government in the UK of the education of visually impaired children carried out in the last 40 years. It seemed logical therefore that any study looking at changes in special school provision in relation to the needs of visually impaired children and their families should begin with an examination of this Report and its findings. It was also important to set this examination against the current context of an education system within the 21st century. 
Since the publication of the Vernon Report some aspects of special school provision have altered significantly. In England there are now only eleven schools rather than the 37 in 1968 with visual impairment as either their main designation or in association with complex needs These 11 schools cater for around 900 pupils. Of the 11 schools, nine offer residential facilities and two are day provision only. All schools cater for pupils who are either blind or partially sighted.

 It is not the purpose of this study to make a case for or against special schools. It is rather to use the example of provision for visually impaired pupils as a means of exploring the changes in such provision and to capture the views of parents who have specifically chosen this type of school. At one level the research is asking the question: What is special about special schools? At another level there is a question which may relate to the nature of what is offered in mainstream provision or in schools for children with severe learning difficulties (SLD). That question is: Why are some parents willing to fight their local authority through the tribunal system to ensure their child goes to a designated special school and not to their local mainstream or generic special school?

              Project Aims 

· To determine the extent of change in the organisation of VI specialist school provision in England over the last 40 years

· To identify the factors that might impact on the survival or demise of specialist provision.

Methods

Several approaches to the collection of data were used which included a review of the literature and the use of questionnaires. The research sample consisted of parents whose children attended schools designated as specialist provision for visually impaired (VI) pupils (n=246). All the remaining VI Special schools in England took part in the study. 

        Of 900 questionnaires sent out, 246 parents responded. Ninety per cent of questionnaires were completed fully and correctly, and the remaining 10 per cent were completed to varying degrees. Three questionnaires arrived after the return date and so were not included in the analysis or the overall total of returns except as general reference material in relation to the open-ended questions. The names of schools have been anonymised to avoid any possible identification of pupils or their families.   The majority of those who responded were mothers. Whilst this may not be unusual it is important for planning to take account of this.  This is not to diminish the role of fathers which is particularly important when family physical and emotional resources may be stretched to the limit. More research is needed  to identify ways of supporting families who might be at risk. With an especial focus on those families whose children are blind from birth and who are potentially very able. This group of children are more likely to be directed to mainstream provision. The findings of the Survey indicate that a significant number of pupils whose parents/carers responded to the questionnaire had begun their education in mainstream schools but transferred to special school provision because for a variety of reasons they had not thrived in mainstream. More research is therefore needed to identify the factors which lead to the successful inclusion of pupils who have been blind from birth.     

Discussion of Findings:  Summary and recommendations. 

The parents/carers who took part in this study responded to the survey with great candour and revealed a number of key issues that are also endorsed in the findings of other research. For example, Evans and Plumridge (2007) note the need for services which take account of the whole family and this message is replicated in many of the responses to the Survey
The vast majority of parents/carers were very positive about their child's experience of designated provision for visually impairment and gave detailed accounts of what they valued. Those few with doubts were concerned about the growing diversity of pupil needs within designated VI provision and the impact this had on the specialist nature of the provision. 
Responses to the Survey indicate that there is a growing complexity in the range of pupil needs. Overall, the needs of pupils identified in the Survey by parents/carers can be located at either end of a continuum. From the Survey data it seems that in the main pupils attending designated VI provision in England are visually impaired from or shortly after birth, so have very little visual experience. For the majority of pupils their visual needs are combined and interact with the effects of other disabilities. 

The interaction between visual impairment and other disabilities makes the identification of primary need increasingly contentious and planning extremely difficult and dependent on the availability or the opinion of specialist advice. For those uncontested, low incidence disabilities such as visual impairment expertise may be limited and there may therefore be more reliance on global descriptors of need such as 'learning disability' without due regard to the impact of visual loss or impairment. In consequence pupils are directed to schools catering for pupils with severe learning disabilities rather than visual impairment.
However, at the other end of the continuum is the decreasing percentage of pupils with a congenital visual impairment and a single visual disability of blindness or partial sight. Many of these pupils require a more academic curriculum and a range of support targeted to their specific and very low incidence needs. There was some evidence from the survey that parents/carers are concerned that this more academically able group are not always supported in mainstream schools by teachers who understand their needs.
The current tools used by central government for gathering information do not appear to be sophisticated enough to provide robust data on specific needs nor are there yet consistently applied criteria for the placement of pupils with visual and complex needs. There is therefore reliance by a number of parents on the outcome of a judgement by a tribunal under the English SEN Framework. This can mean decisions are made in isolation and do not lead to strategic planning on the part of local authorities. It also means that already disadvantaged groups are further disadvantaged by the system. This may be because they have neither the means nor the support to take advantage of what is often a difficult and adversarial process. Likely to be at a particular disadvantage may be those new to the education system in the UK or those with English as a second language.

The situation remains much as at the time of the publication of the Vernon Report with the non-maintained sector continuing to play a major role in running designated VI provision. The geographical spread of provision is historical rather than planned. Schools in the non-maintained sector currently face falling rolls. This is for a variety of possible reasons including the use by Local Authorities of their own generic special schools as well as mainstream placements. 

The current uncertainty around the role of the non-maintained sector may mean any remaining provision is likely to become even more geographically unevenly spread. Parents/carers wishing for specialist provision for their child may therefore be faced with the need to fight for residential school places because no specialist provision is available locally. Responses to the Survey also indicated that access to social care is also limited with concern about the quality of what is available. For those parents/carers whose children have especially challenging needs the only resort may be 52-week provision offered through the independent or non-maintained sector.

Transition from school to post school remains a huge area of concern for parents/carers and there is much work to be done in providing good quality and meaningful education, choice and support for pupils and their families beyond school. 
Without planning at a strategic level and a real recognition of the impact of blindness and partial sight on children's development the whole sector is fragile. Maintained designated special schools are sometimes drawn into meeting the needs of a wide range of pupil needs. This is usually as a result of the closure of other special schools following the reorganisation of local provision. 
The non-maintained sector faces other pressures such as falling rolls and the expense involved in maintaining large buildings and infrastructures.            
The findings of this study indicate there has been no effective planning in terms of matching available places with pupil distribution. Moreover, the lack of planning has led to the negative effect of an ad hoc closure of some specialist provision making distribution more uneven. This lack of planning also means that some pupils still have to travel long distances or stay in boarding provision. Nor has the impact on families been considered. Poor local services mean that families whose children attend designated provision are more dependent on support from the few VI designated special schools that are left for informal support and information.

Funding remains an issue with some parents having to go to tribunal whilst others do not. This is an inequitable situation. To some extent families and schools are caught in the debate between those who argue for the closure of all special schools and those who argue for a mix of special and mainstream provision. The result is that local authorities focus on severe learning difficulties as a compromise and parents are directed to local generic special schools where there may be little or no expertise in vision and visual impairment. Or they may be directed to local mainstream schools where the evidence from this survey suggests a percentage of the pupils who later transfer into specialist provision have not thrived within mainstream schools. As has been seen from the responses to this survey the current situation is not acceptable to parents. Of key importance is the availability of robust data on the likely numbers and needs of visually impaired children to aid forward planning. Central government has a key role here.

Mainstream schools appear to be finding it difficult to meet the visual and other needs of the current population of visually impaired children. Parents cite bullying and social exclusion as some of the reasons why they have removed their children from mainstream schools. Peripatetic services play a vital role in supporting both schools and individual pupils but are sometimes constrained by the small numbers of specialist staff available to support both mainstream and special schools. A placement in mainstream is more likely to be more successful if the family is supported by a range of social care designed to meet their needs. 

Since the majority of non-maintained schools have boarding provision they are potentially useful centres for respite facilities and other services in support of inclusive provision but complex funding streams often hamper planning at individual school level. There is a real risk that designated special schools for children who are visually impaired will just fade away leaving nothing in their place. This could be avoided by more joint planning across statutory and other sectors. Where closures are inevitable exit strategies need to be in place to avoid families feeling they are left with no options available to them and their child other than generic special school placements. 

There is a danger that unless factored into strategic planning, specialist resources from health and social care will not transfer to mainstream schools as part of a policy of inclusion. Nor will these resources go to generic special schools to improve staff understanding of visual needs.

The process of transition from school to other provision produced desperate pleas from parents and highlighted the isolation felt by some parents/carers. There is evidence from other studies (Evans and Plumridge, 2007) that family networks can reduce isolation by involving the whole family. They may also form a basis for planning the development of future provision. Voluntary groups run many of these initiatives so the non-maintained sector has a clear role in partnership with statutory providers. 

Conclusions
In answer to the question whether there is still a role for designated provision for the education of children and young people who have a visual impairment in the 21st Century. Respondents to this research indicate very strongly there is. However, provision will have to change to survive. As the emphasis in government policy moves towards more local and personalised approaches it becomes more important for strategic planning to make this possible for low incidence populations. More consultation with families is required about what services they want and how services can be delivered more locally. Providers should also be part of this dialogue. This should include statutory, independent and non-maintained sectors so families are not forced to feel they have to fight the system to get the support and provision they and their children need.
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