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This is the third in a series of reports highlighting the gaps in services providing access to I.C.T. for v.i. people.  The subject for this report was selected as we believe that this will prove useful in developing services across Wales.

This is a field where changes are moving quickly and it is likely that improvements have been made.  However, our recommendations will still apply to many authorities.
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Executive Summary

Introduction

The explanation of the importance of ICT for visually impaired people has been explained in the previous two reports.

The two previous Communications reports produced by Wales Council for the Blind explored the support provided to visually impaired people across Wales in Further Education and Higher Education and by voluntary organisations, Resource Centres and Rehabilitation Officers. This highlighted a gap in technology services offered. Next we began a review of provision in schools for under 16’s. 

Over recent years visually impaired children have increasingly been accommodated in main stream schools.  Whilst there remains a clear need for specialist schools it has become an accepted view that where possible visually impaired children should be placed in main stream provision.  In this structure access to appropriate ICT is a crucial factor in providing successful support.

Methodology

In November 2002 we sent each authority a questionnaire entitled, “ICT Provision in LEAs for visually impaired students”. It was addressed to the Director of Education (or equivalent) and accompanied by a letter asking for it to be referred to the appropriate person for completion. The deadline given was December 31st. This received 8 replies.

A second copy was sent in January 2003 with a deadline of Jan. 31st. This received a further 2 replies.

A third copy was sent out on February 10th with a letter explaining that this was the third copy and that we intended to submit the information to the Assembly. This elicited a further three replies. 

Follow up phone calls, emails and in some cases sending a fourth copy received a reply from another 4 authorities.  

Initially, grounds for not returning the questionnaire were given, including issues of data protection and confidentiality.  After some discussion a further 3 authorities submitted a response leaving Denbighshire and Wrexham as the two remaining authorities.

To summarise - we received replies from 20 out of the 22 LEAs. Both Wrexham and Denbighshire chose not to submit a response.  Whilst compiling the results it was apparent that many of the authorities felt challenged by our questions.  The research is not geared to criticise or highlight instances of poor provision but to gain an understanding of the level of support being offered.  We want to emphasise that our purpose is to be helpful and to indicate when improvements can be made.

This report was finalised in January 2004.

Results

1.
Number of v. i. students in mainstream schools



  826

2. Number of students registered with: - 

Visual Impairment (as a single disability)
557

Dual sensory impairment (Visual & hearing impairment)
33

Multi-disability (including a visual impairment)

265

Learning difficulties (with a visual impairment)

130

The statistical discrepancy between the total number and the total of the categories is the result of the inclusion of pupils, both in mainstream schools and those in specialist schools outside the area.

3. Number of authorities who have an SEN ICT Advisor 


    14 

Very few Advisors have any training or relevant experience.

The Gwent Visual Impairment Service is an example of good practice.  Caerphilly County Borough Council has an ICT Support Service in addition to specific training courses on various software packages from external training providers.  Staff can be trained in the use of assistive technologies and in tern can assist students and other members of staff.

It is important for each SEN ICT advisor to develop a good working relationship with the manufactures of assistive technologies.  Therefore, a personalised level of support and help can be achieved.  Many of the specialist suppliers can provide a help line facility providing personal advice and assistance. 

When installing software packages at local schools it is always important to involve the schools IT practitioner.  Raising awareness of the need for adaptive software can be invaluable but also some problems could be fixed locally saving valuable time and resources.

4. Number of visually impaired students given advice on their ICT needs  264
This represents approximately 30% of all pupils with a visual impairment.

5. Number of authorities who have provided classroom support staff SEN ICT training 










    18

The number of classroom support staff who have received specialist training is encouraging.  For many visually impaired children the help provided by the classroom support can greatly influence their ability to learn.  Therefore, it is important that each child’s ICT needs are fully understood and tutored accordingly.

An expert assessment of an individuals training needs should have been carried out before training is planned and started.

If an individual requires training on equipment or software with which the trainer is not familiar, the trainer should research the equipment or software or the client should be referred to another approved agency that can provide what is required. 

Tuition should preferably be given on a one-to-one basis but can be given in a small group where individual pace and ability can be accommodated.

Where tuition is given in a group, the trainer should set a maximum size for the group, which they judge to be the optimum.

It is recommended that regular breaks be taken during a long period of continuous training.

6. Number of visually impaired students learning through the medium of: -

Print
845

Braille
39

Audio cassette
5

Moon

3

Number of v.i. students using adaptive software 
286

7. Number of teachers or support staff, who are qualified Braillists

    74
8. Cost of adaptive software

All authorities find the cost of adaptive software to be very high in comparison to other educational software. 

All authorities find the cost of adaptive software to be very high in comparison to other educational software.  With this support WCB can lobby the suppliers of specialist software and look into educational discounts, geographical licensing and possible future reductions. 

District-style licensing!

The District Education Licence is restricted to a single Local Education Authority.  A licence is purchased for a single user and can be used for any LEA site (usually under 18 schools and sixth form).  A blanket licence is not achievable with the District Education Licence and additional licences can be purchased at infinitum.  A standard box of software is issued along with a District Education Licence certificate.  Additional licences would also receive a full box of manuals, key guides and supportive tutorials to assist both student and teacher.  

This way of managing the license is the most cost effective.

9. Number of authorities that loan equipment to v.i. students for home use     

    13
It is very important that children have access throughout their educational lives to suitable equipment for home use.  13 out of the 20 authorities who replied, loan equipment to visually impaired children for use at home.  From my experience loaning of equipment predominately starts at comprehensive age.  Primary schools should explore the possibility of lending or assisting students to acquire equipment for home use.  WCB has assisted, with support from LEA, a number of visually impaired children to gain access to an adapted computer system for home use, to develop basic keyboard and computer skills at an earlier age.  

10. Number of authorities that have a policy for assessing v.i. students before the start of new school year





    

    11
11. Age at which authorities introduce visually impaired students to touch-typing.
All authorities have introduced v.i. students to touch-typing by the age of 8.

It is important that people with all levels of visual impairment know their way around a computer keyboard and it is a matter of celebration that all authorities recognise this.  For those with no effective vision it is essential.  All should be encouraged to learn to touch type.  Training can be delivered using one of a variety of software and hardware solutions. When choosing a training package, it should be ensured that it is:


(a)
Suitable for the individual


(b)
Accessible


(c)
Compatible with existing software

Experience has shown that effective basic keyboard training can be delivered using cassette-tape based tutorials which is cost-effective and overcome most problems posed by (a), (b) or (c) above.

A cassette player with foot switch is a very useful training aid allowing the individual to maintain 'hone key' positioning whilst reviewing exercises.  Although somewhat expensive, they can also be used for effective control over other tape-based computer training packages.

Some authorities don’t introduce v.i. students to adaptive technology training until the age of 11.  SEN ICT advisors consider that good touch-typing skills can prove invaluable to visually impaired people, throughout their educational and vocational life.

In addition to the statistical information above, there was space in the questionnaire for further comments.  We have received the following: -

Improving the service

Authorities feel that additional funding should be made available to ensure that: 

· Surplus equipment is immediately available if equipment fails or needs updating/upgrading.  

· Additional software for network purposes at both primary and comprehensive level could be purchased.  

· In exceptional circumstances, specialist equipment, assessments, consultancy or training could be provided.

· Experts in the use of ICT for visually impaired people are few and far between. 

· ICT specialist can spend more time with students and provide additional training to colleagues.  

It is also felt that a realisation within the funding mechanism of the importance of ICT for VI students should be implemented.

Feedback from specialist teachers indicate that:

· Support staff should receive appropriate training

· Regular monitoring of appropriateness and effectiveness of ICT equipment issued to VI students should be carried out.

· Awareness of mainstream staff should be raised on such issues as accessibility options, as well as, specialist solutions.  

· VI students also have difficulty accessing some software packages, mainstream staff should be instructed on how to overcome such problems, for example, who they can ask for advice.

· Where appropriate, guidance should be offered to parents to assist VI students in their development of ICT at home.

· Where possible, a close relationship should be developed between the SEN ICT advisor and the LEA VI support service.

Additional comments included:

· The need for continued development of inter-agency links.

· A need for an improved mechanism for updating knowledge of Sensory Impairment Support Officers so that they are better equipped to make judgements on the most appropriate and cost effective ICT provision.

· A need for specialist software support for adaptive technologies.

· A need to develop a Welsh language programme to support existing adaptive technologies.  Additionally, to produce reading books and books on the Welsh language curriculum in Braille and in a variety of Large Print.  

· A need for each individual LEA to address examination needs of VI students, including the production of exam paper into an accessible format, the provision of extra time and providing support throughout the exam, if required.

Some authorities felt threatened by this question and were unsure of either the use or purpose of outlining such information.  

Recommendations

1.
That every L.E.A. should have an S.E.N. I.C.T. advisor or budget for access 
to an appropriate service.

2.
That a consensus should be reached by all LEA’s on the training and qualification appropriate for S.E.N. I.C.T. advisors.

3.
That agreement should be reached on some form of quality assurance for S.E.N. I.C.T. services purchased by L.E.A.s.
4.
That every visually impaired student should have an I.C.T. assessment by a 
suitably qualified assessor at the beginning of each academic year.

5.
That every visually impaired student should be monitored continuously to check that the I.C.T. system they are using still meets their needs.

6.
That agreement should be reached on the training and qualification required by classroom support staff for visually impaired students. 

7.
That all classroom support staff should have appropriate S.E.N. I.C.T. 
training.

8.
That further research should take place to explain the disparity between the number of visually impaired students using print as their medium and the number using adaptive software.

9.
That all L.E.A.s should make themselves aware of the district-licensing system to reduce the costs of the use of expensive software.

10.
That all L.E.A.s should either lend students equipment for home use equivalent to what they use in school or should assist students to acquire that equipment.

11.
That primary schools who do not already do so should explore the possibility of lending equipment to visually impaired students for home use or should assist students to acquire that equipment.

12.
That primary schools who do not already do so should introduce visually impaired students to adaptive technology training before the age of 11.

