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Introduction
Founded in 1945, the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Association) is New Zealand’s leading blindness consumer organisation and one of the country’s largest organisations of disabled consumers.  The Association’s aim is to heighten awareness of the rights of blind and vision impaired people and to remove the barriers that impact upon our ability to live in an accessible, equitable and inclusive society.

The Association and seven other organisations from the blindness sector combined efforts to produce a joint submission.  Submitted on our collective behalf by Blind and Low Vision Education NZ (BLENNZ), the Association’s individual submission is intended to reinforce all aspects of the joint submission.  The Association’s own submission may address in detail some areas and raise others for consideration.  Lack of mention to the collective effort should be construed as positive. 
This Association affirms use of the high level framework of the New Zealand Disability Strategy and the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) for this Special Education Review in the same context as the blindness sector.  We believe that an inclusive education system that meets the respective and specific needs of blind, deafblind and low vision children will be consistent with the UNCRPD.  We specifically identify Articles: 8 Awareness Raising; 24 Education; 25 Habilitation and Rehabilitation.  Our aspirations for blind, deafblind and low vision learners are epitomised in Article 24 Education – in both the opening statement and clause 3(c)…
“States Parties recognize the right of persons with disabilities to education. With a view to realizing this right without discrimination and on the basis of equal opportunity, States Parties shall ensure an inclusive education system at all levels and life long learning…

3 (c) Ensuring that the education of persons, and in particular children, who are blind, (deaf) or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate languages and modes and means of communication for the individual, and in environments which maximize academic and social development.

In the context of this submission, the word “blind” encompasses those who are blind, deafblind, and low vision and includes students with additional complex needs.

Response to Questions from Discussion Document
Question 1a: What is needed to help schools succeed?

Achieving success will require schools to have an understanding of the principles that underpin what is an inclusive education system.  In order to achieve this, schools and teachers must be better informed so that they understand the extent of supports needed to deliver an inclusive education.

Bearing this in mind we believe that schools will succeed provided that:

· There is a requirement for teachers in regular education to have grounding in working with learners with special needs.  Opportunities for professional development are therefore paramount – if given more exposure to learners with special needs, we believe generalist teachers may be motivated to work more closely in the special needs area.

· The Ministry of Education makes an investment in Teacher Aids – we believe Teacher Aids working in the area of special education must be given the option of training.  Currently they are perceived as a non-specialised workforce, paid at the lowest rate yet entrusted to work with, thus mould, the lives of students with special needs.

· There is a highly trained and competent body of specialist Resource Teachers Vision (RTV).  Specialist training for RTVs is paramount.  In the event recognition of this requirement fails to be recognised, then other important blindness skills will fail to be taught to blind students.  Blind children will therefore be disadvantaged.

· The Ministry of Education must take leadership to increase understanding of the Extended Core Curriculum.  For blind learners, the Expanded Core Curriculum is every bit as important as the Core Curriculum.  Access to specialist teachers who teach Braille and mobility skills for example, is vital in order for a blind student to be taught these skills.

Question 1b: How could schools work together to succeed?

The four options offered to focus thinking and generate ideas are appreciated.  The Association prefers the introduction of a model that embraces the one followed by Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ (BLENNZ), which includes the Homai Campus School.  This model is an exemplar of how students with special educational needs can, with choice, transition between mainstream schools and special schools according to their needs, succeed.  Paramount is that students (and parents and families) have the ability to make an informed choice and find the best learning environment.

To summarise key points of the model promoted above and which this Association favours we highlight that:

· BLENNZ provides an array of placement choices (including the Homai Campus School), to meet the needs of individual students (placements are considered flexible and are subject to ongoing review).

· The Homai Campus School is the hub for an array of services which embrace and support inclusion – services include:

· learners having educational placements in their local communities supported by RTVs who are based in regional Visual Resource Centres;

· a school for a small number of learners where the Individual Education Programme (IEP) determines it to be the most suitable placement;

· a national assessment service on both the main campus and regionally, for comprehensive trans-disciplinary assessment;

· a national immersion programme through which blind students will be tutored in blindness skills which form part of the Expanded Core Curriculum;

· an Early Childhood Centre at the Homai Campus to serve local learners and as a national resources for early intervention programmes;

· a residential facility to support these activities.

· The Homai Campus is a national base – it is the heart of the BLENNZ professional learning community.  Staff from around the country transition on and off the Homai Campus for professional development and activities such as immersion courses.

· On its own, Option C “Special schools as resource centres” is not favoured because it does not include special schools as part of a range of services.  Conversely, Homai Campus School recognises this need – it is both a day and residential facility.  It offers students the choice to receive education in the Expanded Core Curriculum (blindness skills), in an intensive teaching and learning environment.  This approach instils skills, and complements and supports the learner’s ability to achieve in the regular curriculum.

Question 2: What needs to be done to make transitions work better?

Recognition that blind student’s needs are greater when they transition from one system into another must be addressed as a matter of priority.  Fundamentally, education starts at home and progresses through the various stages i.e. transition to Early Childhood Centres is usually a first step.  However for many children, these Centres are often inaccessible.  Therefore young children with special needs may be isolated from their peers during a crucial time in their early, formative, preschool years.  Consequently they may find the transition from home straight into a school environment rather daunting and be left feeling extremely vulnerable.

The Association believes the Ministry of Education must take more responsibility for co-ordinating the successful transition for students with special educational needs, regardless of age, as they move between different special education services.  A starting point would be the development of mechanisms that lead to improvements in the sharing of information between schools and agencies with parents and students with special education needs.  This includes information for students moving from school into tertiary education and/or employment.

Greater flexibility in the use of the student’s ORRS funding package is favoured by the Association and the blindness sector as a whole.  This approach recognises that needs vary over time and are greater at times of transition.  
We envisage that greater flexibility would enable funding to follow the student between schools and that if funding sits with an agency such as BLENNZ (which is strongly favoured by this Association and the blindness sector as a whole), that the agency (BLENNZ) would maximise the benefit to be achieved from that funding.

The Association reminds the Ministry of Education that every school has an obligation to educate blind and sighted students alike and that special education is not a mechanism to relieve schools of that responsibility.

Question 3: How could services be better co-ordinated and focussed on the needs of students and families?

The discussion document aptly points out the potential for students with special educational needs to be in contact with a myriad of agencies – the difficulties this creates, and the often numerous assessments that occur bear testimony to the concerns that exist.
The Association supports the view that agencies should co-ordinate their activities.  A single shared understanding of what is required to meet the student’s needs along with responsibilities as to who does what would become clear.  Therefore agencies should take a more consistent and holistic approach that leads to core data being exchanged by them.  This would lessen the likelihood of stress for a family where unnecessary, repetitive assessment processes occur, as each agency seeks to obtain the same core data set.
We take this opportunity to identify a model being piloted that has agencies working together and sharing their assessments.  This is the Lu’i Ola Auckland Pacific Disability Plan’s Mangere Access Pilot.  Agencies involved include: Ministry of Health, Ministry of Pacific and Island Affairs, Ministry of Education, ACC, local District Health Boards, Housing NZ, local Councils and the Ministry of Social Development.  Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Pacific and Island Affairs are the Project/Plan sponsors.

The Association firmly believes that over-assessment of students is detrimental and that everything must be done to minimise stressful situations arising for students with special educational needs.  We encourage the Ministry of Education to explore the feasibility of using concepts from the above mentioned pilot, for special education.

Regardless of what is put in place for students with special education needs, it is paramount that this is done in co-ordination with the student, their parents/families and the school.

Question 4: What arrangements for funding, decision-making, verification, and fund-holding should we have?

The Association is wholly supportive of BLENNZ managing the ORRS packages, believing it to be the most suitable entity to do so.  We reinforce the view stated in the blindness sector submission for a model where BLENNZ becomes the fund-holder for all vision only ORRS verified learners.

Giving BLENNZ fund-holder status will give certainty to ORRS resources being targeted for the special support needs of blind students.  This will overcome current situations where the evidence reveals ORRS resources are not always used to meet the needs of blind students.  We reiterate comments made in response to question 2 of our submission – we support a more flexible approach to the use of the learner’s ORRS funding package.  Greater flexibility will recognise that support needs often vary over time.

We support BLENNZ having delegated responsibility for applying the verification criteria.  We recognise too, that a weakness with the current verification criteria for students with low vision is that this is based on visual acuity and not visual functioning.  Use of visual functioning criteria will better determine the educational implications of the vision loss and therefore the support needs.  It should be noted that BLENNZ has the expertise to assess visual functioning.

Question 5a: How can individually targeted services and supports be made more efficient?

Question 5b: Is the current mix of services and support right and does it provide value for money?  What changes would you suggest?
Our responses to the above two questions are linked.

The Association proposes that blind students who are verified for their vision needs only, would have their ORRS packages automatically transferred to BLENNZ as they enter the school system.  This would provide redress for current practice where the ORRS scheme fails to ensure that blind students verified as having ‘high’ or ‘very high’ needs, as-of-right access to specialist RTV support.

We take the opportunity to reiterate comments from the blindness sector submission…

· We believe that there is a serious equity issue with regard to the way in which the system of .1 and .2 specialist teacher time allocation is currently operating.  Students who receive this additional teaching resource meet the criteria for high or very high needs verification, and by definition are those that have the greatest need for specialist teacher support from a teacher trained in the education of students who are blind.  This extra teacher resource is allocated directly to the student’s regular school and it is the decision of that school how it will be used.
· We contend that under the original Special Education 2000 policy this teaching resource was intended to fund specialist teachers for blind students i.e. RTVs, and that the historic decision to allocate the extra teaching resource to schools was an error.  This contention is supported by the fact that Visual Resource Centres were originally established and funded to provide educational support to students in early childhood and those with moderate needs only.  The specialist teacher support to students with high or very high needs was to come from the ORRS package and this would provide a mechanism for the RTV workforce to grow, in line with the number and needs of the learners on the BLENNZ caseloads.

· The ORRS specialist teacher resource was locked up in regular schools thus there was no way to grow a stable and permanently employed specialist teaching workforce.  The eventual transferring of .1 and .2 additional teacher ORRS staffing allocations across to the Visual Resource Centres, who would then use the allocations to employ RTVs, has created problems.  Underpinning the situation is the fact that rectifying the process has become resource intensive.  

· It is obvious to all that the main issue is that the .1 and .2 additional teacher allocation generated by the ORRS packages is sitting in the wrong part of the system and that students are being denied access as of right to the blindness education services they need.

· A sustainable resourcing framework is needed for RTVs, with positions generated by the numbers and needs of the students.  As promoted earlier in this submission, this would be achieved by the ORRS package being automatically transferred to BLENNZ as students enter the school system, along with RTVs travel and operations grants.

Question 6: How can the quality of services be improved?

We reiterate comments offered in our response to question 1.  Quality of services can be improved by ensuring:

· There is an adequate number of specialist teachers (comparable with best practice and international standards) suitably trained and qualified to teach blind students with special education needs.  Specialist teachers must be well-grounded in all aspects of specialised teaching and learning approaches.
· Mainstream schools must meet their obligations to deliver education that is both inclusive and accessible to all students.  Teachers must take responsibility for teaching blind students in their classroom and ensure the methodology for teaching is inclusive of blind students.  Lesson-plans are set well in advance thus teachers have the ability to plan ahead and ensure that materials and teaching options are accessible for blind students.  In this regard the use of technology and the internet to carry out research etc during class time can be fraught for blind students with special educational needs.  Recognition that blind students will be disadvantaged and their learning impaired because environments such as this are often inaccessible or not compatible with their technology is paramount.  
· The role of Teacher Aids is well-defined thus providing clarity for all parties of their status within the classroom.  Training opportunities should also be extended to Teacher Aids.

· Schools and teachers are better informed so that they understand the extent of supports needed to deliver an inclusive education.  Achieving this goal will demonstrate a clear understanding of the principles that underpin what is an inclusive education system.  

· Teachers in regular education have grounding in working with students with special educational needs.  Opportunities for professional development are paramount.

Question 7: How can families and schools be better informed?

Question 8: What does successful special education look like and how can we measure it?

We have linked our answers to the above two questions.

· The Association believes the Ministry of Education must take responsibility for the lack of information about the effectiveness of special education supports.  It must also take responsibility for information gaps in the areas of services for students with moderate needs and ORRS, and supports and progress by groups of students.  Sound data is needed to identify any shortfalls within the system for without it, nothing will be addressed.  We believe the Ministry of Education must develop systems to address these informational gaps and to evaluate outcomes for students both moderate needs and ORRS.  Only then will we be in a position to record how blind students are doing across a range of subjects and skills, and to use that information to compare and benchmark with overseas data.
· The Association affirms comments offered in the blindness sector submission, and strongly supports the collation of aggregated data to serve as an evidence base for the educational provision for blind students.  For BLENNZ this data collection and aggregation must be carried out on a national basis and it is urged that funding and technical support is provided by the Ministry of Education for this work.

· We believe more can be done to address the lack of New Zealand research in blindness education.  Initiatives in the use of partnerships with tertiary and other research institutions to promote this activity are needed.

· Blind students need role models to inspire them in the same way as others in the school system.  More must be done to demonstrate to blind students that they can achieve and be contributing citizens in what is predominantly a sighted world – this can best be achieved through true engagement with adult blind people.  We urge the Ministry of Education and other stakeholders to link with the Association in this area.  The Association is this country’s leading blindness consumer organisation, thus peer support and role-modelling are two key areas in which we work.

· We again highlight the need to develop a core set of data for blind students that would be shared between agencies as a mechanism for eliminating unnecessary, repetitive assessment processes.
Question 9: When things do not go well, what arrangements should be in place to resolve issues?

The Association believes more can be done to ensure information about processes and mechanisms for resolving issues should be widely available to students, parents and families.  Information should identify the school complaint’s policy along with other mechanisms through which issues can be pursued.  Knowledge about advocates for support should be promoted.

There is currently no independent mechanism where students, parents and families can take unresolved issues.  The establishment of something with “teeth” such as an independent review authority where individual concerns would be dealt with, is strongly favoured by this Association.  
Question 10: What is the most important change that would improve outcomes for children and young people with special education needs?

Improving outcomes for blind students with special education needs will result from actions taken across all the areas highlighted in this submission.

Currently, blind students are disadvantaged in the New Zealand education system.  Under-resourcing of specialised teaching in blindness skills and adaptive equipment means that blind children do not enjoy the same access to the core curriculum as their non-disabled peers.  Lack of equitable access may compromise their entire education and have a lifelong impact.

The Association believes that better use of existing funds will go some way towards addressing these concerns.  We support BLENNZ managing the ORRS packages, and we support a model where BLENNZ becomes the fund-holder for all vision only ORRS verified learners.  We see this approach as one that will benefit blind students – funds will be utilised for expert and trained teachers to provide tuition and education to blind students.  The more that is done to educate blind students to their full potential, the more they will become productive citizens and contribute in the future.

We call upon Government to fund and resource the education of blind students to a level that enables them to access and receive a quality education equivalent to that received by their non-disabled peers.
Conclusion

The Association takes this opportunity to congratulate the Ministry of Education on taking steps to review Special Education.  We would value an opportunity to speak to our submission and look forward to notification of a date and time.
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