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Introduction and Background
The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand (ABC NZ) is the nation’s largest, general purpose, consumer organisation of the blind and vision impaired. Founded in 1945 to promote social, economic, and political opportunities for New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired community, the ABC NZ today proudly boasts a membership of approximately 1500 members in 16 geographical branches throughout the country. This membership is reflective of a substantial proportion of blind and vision impaired people who are active, of employment age, and interested in advancing policies—via collective action—that will positively influence the lives of existing and future generations of blind and vision impaired New Zealanders. The policy positions espoused by the ABC NZ are the product of achieved consensus among its membership resulting from deliberations which occur at its annual national conference. The organisation’s National Executive and National Council are tasked with interpreting and implementing conference’s democratically adopted resolutions. In short, it is fair to say that the identified policies and positions of the ABC NZ are representative of the collective views of a broad cross-section of New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired population. As such, the leadership of the Homai National School for the Blind and Vision Impaired is encouraged to give a high level of recognition and credence to the articulated priorities and policy positions of New Zealand’s organised blind and vision impaired consumers. It is from this perspective as blind and vision impaired consumers (many of whom have also been direct recipients of the very Special Education services now under discussion) that we offer our comments and insights.

The ABC NZ commends and congratulates the leadership of Homai for their visionary and imaginative efforts to identify a strategic role and future for this valuable national resource. In this reply, the ABC NZ reiterates its core views on Special Education policy.  Further, the organisation responds to the specific direction and plan articulated in the strategic draft for The Future Organisation (TFO).  

General Education Policies

The ABC NZ subscribes to the view that every blind and vision impaired child in the country should receive an appropriate and high-quality education which is uniquely fashioned to be consistent with the student’s identified aptitude and personal potential. Only with the highest calibre of training in both traditional academic disciplines and mastery of the alternative skills of blindness (e.g. instruction in Braille, independent travel, tasks of independent daily living, and efficient use of adaptive technology) can New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired youth be expected to assume a productive and self-supporting role in society after graduation. 
This organisation abides by the principle that choice in educational settings across a wide continuum of educational placement options ranging from full inclusion to quality residential schools for the blind and vision impaired be available, after consultation with parents, students and consumer advocates, as a means of guaranteeing a flexible education curriculum able to meet the specific needs of blind and vision impaired students. The ABC NZ emphasises that it is important that equity in access to education be available to all pupils with varying degrees of limited vision, in all geographical regions of New Zealand, and without regard to financial, cultural, or other social barriers experienced by the diversity of people who are blind or vision impaired.

The Association is passionate in its view that the opportunity for competent instruction in Braille by well-trained and enthusiastic tutors of this skill be made widely available to blind and vision impaired students who express an interest in, or demonstrate a need for, instruction in Braille. The ABC NZ is on record for advocating that instructional materials be made available in Braille on a timely basis to blind and vision impaired students. Association members have objectively observed and personally experienced the enumerable advantages which accrue to students who have enjoyed early and effective Braille instruction.

Finally, the membership of the ABC NZ feel strongly that the blindness-related aspects of the Expanded Core Curriculum must be imparted to blind and vision impaired students by professionals possessing specific knowledge and expertise in the education of this low-incidence population. We eschew the current governmental trend of reliance on generic disability policy because, more often than not, such practices fail to take into adequate consideration the specialised needs of the blind and vision impaired community.

Core Qualities TFO Should Possess
The ABC NZ believes that the fundamental mission of TFO should be to offer a quality education to blind and vision impaired students throughout New Zealand who will receive instruction, either via conventional on-campus tutelage or through the variety of mainstreaming and outreach programmes TFO may potentially offer. Although alluded to in the abstract strategic document under review, the ABC NZ wishes to emphasise its desire that TFO retain its fundamental character as a school created and committed to offering comprehensive instruction in both standard academic subjects and the alternative techniques of blindness. While recent experience has suggested that students may attend a residential school to obtain specialised skill instruction and professional assessment for short periods of time (e.g. a two-year placement before returning to their local school) the ABC NZ sees no value in identifying a specific organisational policy of only offering finite periods of enrolment. This determination, instead, should be based on the needs of the particular student and not be contingent on an arbitrary decision to offer limited services. The ABC NZ readily acknowledges that many blind and vision impaired students have derived substantial advantages from the recent trend of mainstreaming or inclusion, but we also remain mindful that some students have encountered significant detriment in their educational experience stemming from an ironic isolation from other blind/vision impaired peers and an absence of some concentrated instruction in the subjects of the Expanded Core Curriculum. 
By preserving this traditional function among the several roles that TFO will ultimately exercise, the leadership ensures that the broadest array of educational placement settings remain available to parents and blind/vision impaired students in New Zealand. This goal is consistent with the ABC NZ policy of promoting optimum choice in the marketplace of compulsory education.

TFO should be a centre of excellence striving to offer the highest quality of service in every educational function for which it is responsible. Our aspiration is that TFO may become an entity of which the entire Special Education sector can be justifiably proud, and that students associated with it, either as on-campus pupils or distant learners, may boast their affiliation with TFO as a badge of educational distinction. Some of the services which TFO should provide include:

· The development of a residential school for learners who require intensive, long-term, instruction in a culturally safe environment from expertly skilled staff.

· The provision of short-term courses focusing on intensive academic and adaptive skills instruction as a mechanism for preparing students to be mainstreamed back into their local schools.

· The operation of peer support events, Expanded Core Curriculum days and retreats, many of which could be provided as summer school activities.

· The initiation of outreach programmes throughout the country to support the quality instruction of blind and vision impaired students in their local schools.

· The facilitation of early childhood, transitional, and post-secondary programmes in conjunction with other agencies and organisations of and for the blind and vision impaired.

· The provision of continuing professional development programmes to Special Education staff on a national basis.

· The support of an Accessible Formats Production Unit, which will work in a cooperative and complementary partnership with those services offered by the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind, to better respond to student needs for access to instructional materials and, with a secondary goal, of offering a valuable service to blind and vision impaired adult learners with similar requirements.

· Service as an instructional materials centre and national library for the blind and vision impaired.

· Function as a repository for national and international benchmarking standards and quality research in adaptive skills and technology.

· The promotion of distance learning through web site development and computer based networking.

An appropriately balanced governing structure that reflects the full diversity of the Special Education sector will be absolutely essential if TFO is to achieve a true renaissance in the education of blind and vision impaired children in New Zealand. As it is anticipated that TFO will be the central administrative entity of an holistic national structure for the education of New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired population, its governing body should correspondingly reflect the needs of a national constituency. Without a sound governing structure, TFO will not enjoy the legitimacy usually afforded to an organisation that endeavours to carry out such an ambitious and expansive mandate. The ABC NZ believes that once a governing structure has been identified that its members should be entrusted, within the bounds of reason and prudence, to exercise imaginative and creative  discretion to implement progressive programmes and reach decisions about particular management structures of TFO for the benefit of New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired students.

The ABC NZ joins with the other members of the Special Education sector via their collective voice as expressed by the leaders of the Vision Education Agency (VEA) in endorsing the following proposal for a governance structure as one manifestation of an acceptable board. We remain amenable to considering any other variations of a governing body which may attract the consensus of the general Special Education sector.

The VEA proposal reads, in pertinent part, “The Agency supports the intent for a broad representation on the governing board.  On the premise that the TFO will be an all-encompassing system we endorse the following representation:

· Parents (including PVI representation);

· Students;

· Tangata Whenua;

· Principal

· Staff;

· ABC; 

· RNZFB;

· VEA;

· Co-options (if required)

Across such representation should be consideration of geographical location, gender, ethnicity and skills.”

National Administration of Special Education for the Blind and Vision Impaired
The ABC NZ believes that the responsibility for monitoring Special Education instruction, fund management, and specialised human/professional resource development should reside with and be the obligation of a future organisation possessing proven expertise in the education of blind and vision impaired students. Such an entity will be best equipped to ensure the delivery of high-quality, equitable, and consistent Special Education services to blind and vision impaired New Zealanders. By way of essential criteria, such an entity must enjoy overwhelming confidence and support of the blind and vision impaired community. Further, if the entity that ultimately endeavours to assume this administrative responsibility is a direct service provider itself, as TFO certainly would be if this vision is adopted, efforts and measures must be undertaken by it to guarantee that it will operate free of bias and without perceived conflicts of interest toward historically distinct parts of the Special Education sector which are now proposed to be allied under a single umbrella. The ABC NZ is categorically opposed to having officials in Group Special Education (GSE) of the Ministry of Education perform this central administrative function based on the proposition that its staff does not possess sufficient specialised expertise in the provision of Special Education services to blind and vision impaired learners.

Again, we invoke the collective voice of the Special Education sector, as articulated by the leaders of VEA, to convey our general views about the several advantages inherent in having TFO assume a nationally prominent role in the administration of Special Education for blind and vision impaired students in New Zealand. VEA leaders state, “It is clear that TFO provides a potential conduit for a national system and framework – to give life to the vision and aspirations which parents, blind adults, educators and service providers have held over five decades.  
To affect this, we believe the strategy needs to be firmly focused outwards to the 1,256 students, their families and whanau, and their specialist and regular educators.  While the schema of the final page would suggest that this is indeed the intent, the covering letter refers to the identification of gaps in services to students that the National school could pick up on and the desire to be in a better position to support Resource Teachers Vision by providing complementary services.  There is a need to go further than this.  In the past the Vision Education Sector has been a disparate one, due in part to two systems for governance and employment, as well as perceived inequities in resourcing.  A single, unified system will provide a basis for more equitable service delivery and the development of a climate of trust and co-operacy.

It is the right of all children to a quality education, to be educated alongside their peers, to access the curriculum, to be literate, to make friends and to take a valued place in society.  Such rights have implications for ensuring the retention and ongoing provision of specialist expertise and a unified system of effective, cost efficient services – a structure which is nationally cohesive, equitable and responsive to learner need, allowing for national standards in service provision and accountability, has the capacity to interface well with the Ministry’s Group Special Education and to be responsive locally as well as regionally and nationally.  Such a strategy should provide the potential for:

· quality services to children and young people who are blind or vision impaired;

· interface with new structures developed by the Ministry to enhance services to children and their families;

· a co-ordinated service at local, regional and national levels;

· national consistency and professional leadership;

· services for learners with moderate, high and very high needs to be seamless;

· a national framework which promotes best practice;

· the provision of information, advice and support for parents; 

· effective delivery of the Expanded Core Curriculum;

· staffing that is roll- and needs-generated;

· the capacity to retain specialist Vision Education knowledge and expertise; and 

· inter-agency and inter-sectorial collaboration and interface.

In addition, we seek a system that is based on partnership which includes parents, adults who are blind or vision impaired, as those who have experienced first hand the impact of blindness and vision impairment on education; tangata whenua; and organisations such as Parents of the Vision Impaired, the Association of Blind Citizens, the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind, and the Vision Education Agency.  All have opportunities to work collaboratively for the benefit of learners.

It is therefore an holistic system of excellence which the Vision Education Agency would seek, rather than a centre of excellence with outreach services.  Such a system would see all children, Resource Teachers Vision, and other specialist blindness educators as the TFO national entity irrespective of where the geographical location might be.  This is not to preclude in any way a high quality national centre – but rather to emphasise that all are part of a whole, striving in collaboration to bring to fruition shared aspirations and positive learner outcomes.  Such a system would also closely align to the learner’s regular class or early childhood teacher, ORRS teacher and paraprofessionals and would be a rich resource.  Specialist teams could be developed across the Sector.  For example for a short term campus-based course in technology, teachers could be drawn from anywhere in the Sector to provide instruction.

The Agency urges Homai to look widely to an all-encompassing system and framework.”
Consultation Process
It is the view of the ABC NZ that the timeline identified for effecting the transition of Homai to the service provider of the future may be a bit ambitious. The period for, and manner of consultation, should be re-evaluated to accurately reflect and respect the significant reforms envisaged, and to allow the impacted consumers the opportunity to thoroughly understand and react to the proposals. A transparent transition and consultation process must be offered if the ultimate proposal is to enjoy sector-wide consensus and support. Several meetings around the country should be hosted to grant interested consumers convenient access to a forum to convey their views, and steps should be undertaken to ensure that Homai’s records are well maintained so that notices may be circulated to all potentially interested consumers advising them of the chance to make submissions. It is acknowledged, however, that the consultation process should be tempered with the conviction that the need for change is great, and that undue delay will be to our collective disadvantage.
While a strategic plan is, by its nature, inherently vague in terms of operational logistics, it is respectfully recommended that a second draft of the Strategic Plan offer greater substantive detail and vision so that more meaningful reaction can be forthcoming from the sector. This practice will also help the current Homai Board in terms of consoling an understandably apprehensive group of consumers. Once emotional uncertainties are addressed by clear and effective communications about the strategic direction of TFO, the support for the progressive reforms the Board no doubt has in mind will be unified and strong. Alternatively, any objections that remain will be most likely based on rational grounds whose merits may be fairly and openly discussed. Mitigating visceral fear and promoting understanding, if not total substantive agreement, will go a long way to facilitating progress and adoption of needed Homai governance, service, and more generally blindness education sector reform.
Conclusion
In summary, the ABC NZ advocates for the development of a Future Organisation which will provide a conventional but progressive centre-based residential educational setting which can cater to either the short or long term needs of blind and vision impaired students living in New Zealand when determined necessary by the student’s parents and consulting educational team. Simultaneously, we promote the notion that this same entity should embrace new aspects of Special Education service provision that involve facilitating an holistic national framework for the education of this population in their individual neighbourhoods, in innovative regional configurations, or in any other way that will best address the needs of New Zealand’s blind/vision impaired group of learners. In this way, the most attractive features of these seemingly divergent educational methods can be married and moulded into a viable structure which is bigger and better than its component parts. 
Lastly, we caution the Board to exercise considerable sensitivity and responsibility in clearly communicating its intent and plan, step-by-step, to the community of interest so that fear, misunderstanding, anger, and other non-constructive feelings and reactions can be mitigated if not entirely avoided.
The ABC NZ wishes to go on record as being willing to offer its consumer-developed expertise and support in helping to build a responsive national system for the effective education of the nation’s blind/vision impaired population. We recognise, as well as anybody, that these children will be tomorrow’s adult blind community, and we are invested in seeing that they are prepared to enjoy a quality of life comparable to, but preferably better than, our own. A construct which will support a sound educational foundation is the best way we have identified to insuring that this hope becomes a reality.

The ABC NZ hopes that the leadership of TFO, in conjunction with interested stakeholders, will take steps to foster a positive transformation of this nation-wide educational resource. It is desired that TFO provide a fundamentally sound education, always mindful of the newest and most effective techniques for adaptive skills and technology instruction, to New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired students. Lastly, it is earnestly wished that TFO will concentrate on developing and accumulating a degree of exemplary institutional knowledge, both as a residential school and national resource centre, so that it will render itself an invaluable and indispensable landmark in the education of blind and vision impaired people in New Zealand.  Only with access to such a resource will the condition of life for blind and vision impaired people in New Zealand be immeasurably improved.
