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This submission reflects the collective view of the blindness education sector as represented by the following sector organisations and is the official response of the sector:

· Parents of Vision Impaired NZ (PVI)

· Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (ABC NZ)
· Deafblind (NZ) Incorporated 
· Ngati Kapo o Aotearoa Inc
· Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind (RNZFB)

· Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ (BLENNZ)

· Association of Teachers of Vision Impaired (ATVI)

· Faculty of Education, University of Auckland (Graduate Diploma in Special Education: Vision Impairment)
This submission was prepared at a full day meeting of the above organisations on 24 February 2010.
· For the purposes of this document the term ‘blindness sector’ refers to the above organisations.
· For the purposes of this submission ‘blind, deafblind and low vision’  includes learners who are blind, deafblind, low vision and those with additional complex needs
The blindness education sector affirms the use of the high level framework of the New Zealand Disability Strategy and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities for this Special Education Review. 

Recognising the specific needs of blind, deafblind and low vision children will bring about an inclusive education system that meets their respective needs and is consistent with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The sector would specifically reference Article 8 Awareness Raising, Article 24 Education and Article 25 Habilitation and Rehabilitation. The blindness sector’s aspirations for the learners they represent are summed up in the opening statement of Article 24: Education, and in 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.
Responses to Review Questions

Question 1a

What is needed to help schools succeed?

· There needs to be more information provided to teachers and schools to assist a greater understanding of the principles that underpin inclusive education, what these principles look like in action, and schools’ responsibilities in providing the appropriate and necessary supports.
· There is a need for:

· consistent special education training for all teachers in pre-service teacher education
· opportunities for professional development in special education for teachers in regular education and a requirement that teachers undertake this professional development 
· structured training opportunities for paraprofessionals who are working with learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision
· a highly trained and competent body of specialist Resource Teachers Vision. The appropriateness of the specialist training for these teachers is critical and the blindness sector warns against any dilution of the specialist content of the existing training programme with a greater proportion of generic special education content
· the inclusion of relevant content in training programmes to enable specialist teachers of learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision to appropriately meet the needs of Maori families and to work effectively in Maori educational settings.

· Specialist Resource Teachers Vision must be available in appropriate numbers to meet the needs of learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision and to provide quality support to these learners’ schools.

Question 1b

How could schools work together to succeed?

· A number of educational options have been presented for consideration in the discussion document. The blindness sector strongly favours the model which is already followed by BLENNZ, and which is not included in the proffered options, in that it includes the Homai Campus School. The BLENNZ model is a cohesive network of services which provide a range of educational placements for learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision, with the choice of fluid movement between the options according to the learner’s need. 
The Homai Campus is the hub for an array of services which embrace and support    inclusion. BLENNZ provides placement choices, including the Homai Campus School, to meet the needs of individual learners as determined by the IEP team. These placements are viewed as flexible and subject to ongoing review.

The options include:
· Regional outreach services with learners having educational placements in their local communities, supported by Resource Teachers Vision who are based in regional Visual Resource Centres. This is the norm for the large majority of the learners
· A school for a small number of learners, where the IEP determines it the most appropriate placement. This provision includes a satellite option in  a local secondary school, with an intention to further develop other satellite provisions
· A national assessment service for comprehensive transdisciplinary assessment, both on the main campus and regionally

· A national immersion programme for enskilling learners nationally in elements of the Expanded Core Curriculum – this includes group courses through to single learner immersion placements in the Homai Campus School
· An Early Childhood Centre at Homai Campus to serve the local learner population and as a national resource for early intervention programmes
· A residential facility to support these educational activities

The national base is also the hub for the BLENNZ professional learning community, with staff from throughout the country coming on and off the campus for professional activities such as immersion courses, professional development and group initiatives to achieve the goals of the BLENNZ Annual Plan. It provides a professional heart to the network.
Option C ‘Special schools as resource centres’ is not seen as appropriate as it does not include a special school as part of a range of services. Homai Campus School is an integral part of the BLENNZ network of services. 
· The option of Homai Campus School as both a day and residential facility provides for those learners, who for a period of their teaching require intensive teaching and learning in the Expanded Core Curriculum in support of achievement in the regular curriculum, with an ultimate aim of successful schooling in a regular education setting 
· It provides a further educational choice for an IEP team where there is no appropriate local educational placement to meet the needs of a learner at that point in time

· It provides a setting for immersion with learners from around the country, and at times their teachers and teacher aides, coming into the classrooms for immersion experiences from a day a week to longer periods
· It plays a key role in the week long national assessments with learners spending time in the Homai Campus School classrooms as a part of the assessment process
· There is a need for strengthening of the funding mechanisms for the BLENNZ model, introducing greater transparency. Immersion Courses are a flagship programme but do not have their own explicit funding stream. The present arrangement of resourcing through Residential funding seems an ad hoc arrangement for such a key BLENNZ programme.
The funding stream for the Homai Early Childhood Centre is likewise somewhat fragile, even after 10 years of discussion with the Ministry of Education. This programme is key to the BLENNZ early intervention services and should have a more robust financial foundation.
Question 2

What needs to be done to make transitions work better?

· Learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision have more intensive support needs at times of transition. The blindness sector favour a much more flexible approach to the use of the learner’s ORRS funding package. At present the funding in this package is allocated inflexibly, whereas support needs often vary over time and typically are greater at times of transition. 
One suggestion is a system of ‘banking’ of the ORRS funding package over time, with the IEP determining the funding needed over the ensuing 6 month period, and if the full funding for the year has not been spent,  the capacity to ‘bank’ any remaining funds to support future needs.

· More funding options are needed for students who are blind, deafblind and low vision in order to support them as they move from secondary school into the world of tertiary study or work.

· There needs to be far greater clarity and information about support that is available to learners once they leave school. Often parents discover funding options by chance.
Question 3

How could services be better coordinated and focussed on the needs of students and families?

· The blindness sector believe there should be more support from the Ministry of Education for families when they initially engage with schools and principals.

· Parents want choice as to who they have as a lead or key worker.

· There is a need for a more consistent and holistic approach from the agencies who work with families. The sector recommends that core data is exchanged by agencies to avoid the stress for a family of unnecessarily repetitive assessment processes, as each agency seeks the same core data set.

Question  4

What arrangements for funding, decision-making, verification, and fundholding should we have?

· As BLENNZ is seen as the most appropriate organisation to manage the ORRS packages, a model is proposed whereby BLENNZ becomes the fundholder for all vision only ORRS verified learners.

In addition, it is proposed that BLENNZ is also delegated the responsibility of applying the verification criteria.  A weakness in the current verification criteria for learners with low vision is that it is based on visual acuity, not visual functioning. Using a visual functioning criteria would better determine the educational implications of the vision loss and therefore the support needs. It would also require the expertise in assessing visual functioning that is held in BLENNZ. 

· Currently the specialist services resource generated by the ORRS positions remains with the fund holder and is not always used to meet the needs of blind and low vision learners. With BLENNZ as the fundholder, there would be the certainty that this resource was being appropriately targeted to the special support needs of this discrete group of learners.

· As in the response to Question 2, the blindness sector favour a much more flexible approach to the use of the learner’s ORRS funding package. At present it is allocated inflexibly, whereas support needs often vary over time. 
Question 5a
How can individually targeted services and supports be made more efficient?

· It is proposed that learners who are blind and low vision and verified for their vision needs only, have their ORRS packages automatically transferred to BLENNZ as they enter the school system. The ORRS scheme as currently administered fails to ensure blind and low vision students verified as having ‘high’ or ‘very high’ needs, as-of-right access to specialist Resource Teacher Vision support.

The blindness sector 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. Learners 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 learners who are blind, deafblind or low vision. This extra teacher resource is however allocated directly to the learner’s regular school and it is the decision of that school how it will be used. 

It is the blindness sector’s contention that under the original Special Education 2000 policy this teaching resource was intended to fund specialist teachers for blind, deafblind and low vision learners i.e. Resource Teachers Vision, and 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 learners in early childhood and those with moderate needs only. The specialist teacher support to learners with high or very high needs was to come from the ORRS package and this would provide a mechanism for the Resource Teacher Vision workforce to grow, in line with the number and needs of the learners on the BLENNZ caseloads.
With the ORRS specialist teacher resource locked up in regular schools and therefore no way to grow a stable and permanently employed specialist teaching workforce, the Ministry of Education suggested that the way to increase Resource Teacher Vision staffing was to negotiate with schools to transfer these .1 and .2 additional teacher ORRS staffing allocations across to the Visual Resource Centres, who would then use the allocations to employ Resource Teachers Vision. This system had been followed and has created many problems encompassing logistical and equity issues:

· Some schools have been very reluctant to make the transfer for a range of reasons
· The schools usually expect exactly the amount of time transferred every week and this takes away any flexibility in service provision across a Resource Teacher Vision caseload in response to individual need
· There is no provision for travel time with ORRS transfers – it is impossible for one Resource  Teacher Vision to undertake 5, .2’s 

· Every .1 and .2 of teacher time has to be separately negotiated, with an agreement passing from the regular school to BLENNZ and signed off at Board level. BLENNZ currently holds the .1 or .2 teacher allocation for 130 learners who are blind, deafblind or low vision. To administer this constantly changing teacher resource is an enormous task, which requires a huge input of time and resource for all concerned.

· It has created a 2-tiered teaching workforce, some with permanent status and others with temporary. In addition permanent Resource Teachers Vision receive a salary unit, those employed under the ORRS transfer scheme do not.

· An arbitrary arrangement has been entered into whereby the MOE fund the operations for up to 15 FTE ORRS transfers. BLENNZ now has 14.54 FTE ORRS transfers. Once that figure passes 15 there is no mechanism for receiving operational funding for those additional ORRS transfer positions.
It seems very 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 Resource Teachers Vision, with positions generated by the numbers and needs of the learners. This would be achieved by the ORRS package being automatically transferred to BLENNZ as the learners enter the school system, along with Resource Teacher Vision travel and operations grants.
Question 6
How can the quality of services be improved?

· Services need to be underpinned by quality teachers, trained in blindness education. The provision for the training of specialist teachers must be sound and provide the appropriate degree of specialisation. As in the response to Question1, the blindness sector warns of the danger of reducing specialist content in postgraduate training courses. In many areas learners who are blind, deafblind or low vision learn differently to normally sighted learners and need support from specialist teachers who are well-grounded in the necessary specialised teaching and learning approaches.
· There is a need for increased collaboration across agencies and providers.
Questions 7 & 8
How can families and schools be better informed?

What does successful special education look like and how should we measure it?

· The blindness sector favours the development of a core set of data for learners who are blind, deafblind or low vision which could be shared between agencies as a mechanism for eliminating unnecessary, repetitive assessment processes. 

· The blindness sector strongly supports the collation of aggregated data to serve as an evidence base for the educational provision for learners who are blind, deafblind or low vision. 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.
· The blindness sector urges the Ministry of Education to develop systems which would allow it to evaluate the outcomes for learners, both moderate needs and ORRS, of its current provision for learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision. Without sound data any shortfalls in the system can only remain anecdotal and will not be addressed.

· There is a lack of New Zealand research in blindness education and a need for creativity in the use of partnerships with tertiary and other research institutions to promote this activity. 
· There is a need to dissipate misleading stereotypes and myths about blindness through informed commentary on the role that adult blind people play as contributing citizens.
Question 9

When things do not go well, what arrangements should be in place to resolve issues?

· The blindness sector view accountability as a two-way street. The Ministry of Education has a responsibility also to be accountable for addressing the needs of the low incidence population of learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision.
· For parents concerned about the services and support available to their child there should be clear formal processes beginning with the school complaints/concerns policy. There should be access to the support of an advocate and easily accessed information about the paths and mechanisms available.
Question 10

What is the most important change that would improve outcomes for children and young people with special education needs?

· The blindness sector believe there is no one ‘silver bullet’ but rather actions across many fronts that will improve learning outcomes for children and young people who are blind, deafblind and low vision. 
There are key resourcing changes associated with the ORRS scheme that need to be urgently actioned and that will definitely result in long term improved outcomes for these children and young people. 
The blindness sector also sees changing attitudes as key, with a need for the active encouragement of attitudes of tolerance, fairness and equity, and an understanding of the richness of diversity and the right to appropriate education for learners who are blind, deafblind and low vision.
We seek an approach that sees education as a preparation for the whole of life: that sustains and lifts the civilised spirit; that genuinely embraces ethnicity, families, professional and concerned communities; that fosters cross-government and community collaboration and action; that sees special  education as an investment in human potential; that grows young people with disabilities as valued contributors, endowed with self-efficacy and who are truly integrated  as participants in everyday life.
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