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Education Select Committee: Solving the SEND crisis inquiry response
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Introduction

Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) strives for equality of blind and partially sighted (BPS) people in every aspect of society. Our mission is to support BPS people to bring about equity and inclusion in every aspect of society.

We believe BPS students should have the opportunity to thrive in their education. Our education team provides direct support, advice and guidance to BPS students to help them to overcome the barriers they face and reach their full potential. This response is founded on the experiences of the students that we support.

Support for Blind and Partially Sighted Children and Young People

The England Special Education Needs and Disabilities (SEND) system is in crisis. Vision Impairment (VI) education services are under significant pressure. This is culminating in BPS students struggling to get the education they are entitled to, impacting the opportunities and experiences available to them in education and beyond.

Specialist education support for BPS children and young people (CYP) not only supports them to access their education but also the world around them. Getting the right support can be the difference between being enabled to participate or not. The committee must take time to ensure the experiences of CYP with low incidence disabilities, such as VI, are understood. The characteristics of the crisis for this group present differently and have been overlooked in plans to address the crisis to date.

‘There are more than 31,000 children and young people living with a VI in England. Each child’s needs will be individual, varying from infrequent visits to more intensive input. However, depending on where they live, there is no guarantee that they will get the support that they need to learn, develop and thrive.’ RNIB FOI Report (England) 2023 

“Starting secondary school, lots of my teachers were reliant on me telling them my support needs when I didn’t know as I wasn’t aware of what was available. Some teachers said that I needed to tell them if I couldn’t see something so that they knew how to work around what I can’t see, but I can’t tell them what I can’t see because I can’t see it. I know self-advocacy is part of life and I’m happy to do it, but often it’s small things that aren’t put into practice. Doing this work can get exhausting” BPS young person


Statutory Specialist VI Support 

BPS CYP aged 0-25 should have access to specialist support from Qualified Teacher for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (QTVI) and habilitation specialists. 

QTVI’s teach specialist skills on a one-to-one basis, including communication and preparation for adulthood. This support is statutory and should be guaranteed, however this isn’t always fulfilled in practice. 

Inconsistent funding and fluctuating local authority budgets can make it impossible for BPS CYP to access support. In 2023 more than half of sensory service teams budgets had real term cuts despite rising case loads (RNIB FOI Report (England) 2023). Consequently many local authorities are not delivering expected support and, significantly, many do not provide support for students in post-16 college settings (Give Me Access to College - TPT). Coupled with workforce retention challenges is leaving gaps and variability in support depending upon where the CYP lives. 

Consideration must be made towards securing a specialist workforce which is adequate to address needs. Local authorities must be held accountable to their statutory duty to provide access to support for CYP aged 0-25 – we see no accountability for local authorities which is permitting them to fail their legal duty.

We are calling for the government to provide adequate ringfenced funding for statutory VI services in further education and ensure there is accountability in the system to ensure local authorities deliver.

Outcomes 

Gaps in support are leaving BPS CYP left behind. This is evidenced in:
· the attainment gap between BPS CYP and the general population:
· At Key Stage 1, the gap is 33%. This gap falls to 21% by Key Stage 4, demonstrating the impact which can be made by receiving educational support, but there is still a significant difference (GOV.UK).
· poor employment outcomes, including high vulnerability of becoming long term NEET (not in education, employment or training).
· Only 27% of sight impaired, or severely sight impaired people are in work, compared to employment for non-disabled people at 81%, and for all disabled people 52.7% (Employment for blind and partially sighted people in 2019 | RNIB).
· Government statistics show that BPS CYP are almost twice as likely to be NEET compared to their sighted peers (GOV.UK).
· poor social inclusion, mental health and wellbeing.
· BPS CYP report lower wellbeing and poorer mental health than their fully sighted peers. At age 17, BPS CYP were five times more likely to ‘feel depressed all or most of the time’ (Secondary analysis of the Millennium Cohort Survey | RNIB).

“I ended up going through the entirety of my school career and sixth form career too with quite limited support. I wasn’t even getting 20% extra time on my exams. I did well in my GCSEs and A-levels (until the exams were cancelled because of Covid), but I had no time allowances, no recommendations and I found that quite difficult. I wasn’t aware of just how difficult I found it until I left sixth form. I then really struggled because I had no physical plans in place. I had quite strong attachments to some teachers because I wasn’t very confident, and I didn’t really go out in the playground. I think my sight impairment made me quite self-conscious and quite nervous to do various things.” BPS student

A new Higer Apprenticeship had been developed to help address some of the gaps in the workforce. We are concerned that with DFE’s move away from higher apprenticeships that progress with this pathway has stalled. 

The role of non-vision impairment specialists

The majority of BPS CYP study in mainstream settings. 

Specialist VI educators (QTVI’s and Habilitation specialists) and mainstream staff must work in partnership to provide support, teaching and learning.

Because VI is a low incidence disability it is reasonable to expect that many education professionals haven’t encountered a BPS CYP in their career. QTVI’s support knowledge development by providing training to settings with BPS students. However, QTVI’s often tell us that there can be reluctance from mainstream staff to implement advice, impacting the support the BPS CYP gets. 

We are calling on the government to better embed training on low-incidence disabilities, such as vision impairment, into initial teacher training and ongoing CPD.

There’s not enough understanding around VI and how vast the spectrum is. This meant that I was excluded from support that I needed and I wasn’t really aware how to ask for it. As an adult I still struggle to ask for support I need in certain areas. There needs to be more done to support young people in secondary school and college.” BPS student

The role of specialist provision

Specialist VI settings provide tailored support and are the source of much good practice. There will always be a need for some BPS CYP to access these specialist settings, but this need should be based upon the severity of their VI. 

We see that many BPS CYP end up in specialist settings because of failings to put the right support in place in mainstream education, including:
· Many BPS CYP have not had the right support earlier in their education. This can be because they haven’t been given access to the skill development they need, e.g. in technology and communication. 
· Failure to implement reasonable adjustments. 
· Mainstream settings not understanding what BPS CYP can study.
· Support dropping off at post-16 education, leaving specialist provision as the only option. 

“My vision has deteriorated to the point where it’s not very useful and I need to develop skills like using braille and speech software alongside exam preparation. I wish that this could have been started earlier. 
It’s not a fair playing field, many of the things available to my peers for exam revision are not available to me. I can’t access the same past papers and model examples as they aren’t accessible. It’s not just that I need more time in exams, it also takes me more time to do the learning alongside learning additional skills. I could find material online but it would have to be adapted or I would need to use a voice reader, however I haven’t been taught how to use that fully yet.” BPS student

“At that point I’d been told from the college I couldn't continue with graphic design because graphic design isn’t probably the best for someone who is losing their sight, which I guess I have mixed opinions of now as I’ve found a way of doing it. It was very disheartening, and I was in quite a bad place...” BPS student 


Education, Health and Care Plans

The majority of BPS CYP do not have an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP). 

‘In 2022, the majority of pupils with vision impairment as their primary SEN (72.7% or 9,885) were on ‘SEN support’; only 27.3% (3,711) had an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP).’ VIEW

Having a ECHP is not a pre-requisite to unlocking the statutory support provided by QTVI’s and Habilitation specialists in school and early years settings. However, there is an arbitrary requirement for BPS CYP to have an EHCP to access this support at a post-16 college. The significant bureaucracy takes time and comes at a cost, ultimately locking many BPS CYP out of college, reducing the choices available to them and impacting their potential (Give Me Access to College - TPT).

This is a clear indicator of the wastage in the current system, particularly given that even with the EHCP in place there is no guarantee that the support would even be offered in the post-16 setting, depending on the service offered by the local authority. 

We are calling on the government to remove the arbitrary requirement for an BPS CYP to have an EHCP to access VI support in mainstream post-16 college settings.

“There is an arbitrary differentiation between sixth form and college. Why would a student need less support in college automatically? Especially, since so many students with vision impairment don’t have an EHCP.” QTVI

Current and future model of SEND provision

Accessing education and support for BPS CYP can be complex and the support offered between local authorities differs widely. Evidence shows the current system is failing; a lack of support can prevent CYP from developing the skills needed to achieve their potential in adulthood. 

A core enabler for BPS CYP is the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (CFVI). The CFVI outlines best practice to support attainment, progress, access and participation for BPS CYP aged 0-25. 

“It is vital that for low incidence disabilities, such as vision impairment (VI), there is a shared understanding of the needs of the child or young person (CYP) being supported. The Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (CFVI) provides much needed definition and shared language of the specialist skill development required for CYP with VI.” 
Annamarie Hassall MBE, CEO, nasen
 
The CFVI outlines 11 key areas of specialist learning, including facilitating an inclusive world, communication, literacy, technology and preparing for adulthood. Every BPS CYP has specific learning needs and requires teaching these specialist skills, by a qualified specialist, in order for them to access the wider curriculum. The CFVI needs to be reinforced and supported by all education staff. 

The CFVI helps creates an inclusive environment in all education settings that support BPS CYP to be on par as their peers for attainment levels. The CFVI must be recognised as having equal importance as the national curriculum. 

“As a QTVI, it is critically important that CYP who have a VI are allocated time in the school day to work on the areas of the CFVI as a part of their normal working day. The CFVI is every bit as important to CYP with a VI as literacy, numeracy and other core subjects, because without learning and embedding these vital skills, they will never be equipped to become independent learners, and later in life, workers who can be fully involved in their communities and make a full contribution to society.”
Melissa Boxall, Lead for Sensory Impairment and EAL, Sensory Impairment Team, Worcestershire County Council

We are calling for the CFVI to be recognised in policy to ensure all BPS CYP can benefit from it. (Vision for VI Education - TPT). 

Changes needed to the curriculum 

As per our response to the Curriculum and Assessment review to ensure the curriculum in mainstream education better supports BPS CYP, we recommend several key changes, including a more inclusive approach to SEND, better representing disability in the curriculum – including in PSHE, IT and PE, creating a more inclusive curriculum particularly in practical subjects, teaching accessibility in IT and normalising assistive technology. 

There are so many things now that I wish was suggested to me at the time, for example the various pieces of assistive technology and magnifiers. I was never recommended anything of this sort but rather the basic things like font size of resources and sitting at the front of the classroom. When at college, most of my resources and materials were given to me in paper copies, which 90% of the time didn’t meet my access arrangements. I therefore came up with the solution of having an iPad to view textbooks and any other course material.’ BPS young person

2023 SEND and Alternative Provision Improvement Plan 

We have seen no change in the experiences of BPS CYP because of the SEND and AP improvement plan. We don’t consider the recommendations to have gone far enough to address the longstanding barriers to support.

DfE had committed to developing a sensory impairment practice guide, which we endorse to supporting greater awareness of VI amongst mainstream education practitioners. We welcome update on this. 

We are calling for government to establish a working group to ensure that future SEND reforms address the experiences of CYP with low incidence disabilities such as VI.

‘The plan(s) lacks emphasis on low incidence disabilities, such as vision impairment, and it remains unclear how the needs of this group will be considered.’ SEND Reforms - TPT

The post-16 landscape 

Post-16 is often missing from SEND discussions, with an underlying assumption that once a CYP reaches 16 the work of the SEND system is done. This is true of the recent Public Accounts Committee report. The post-16 system has a crucial role in preparing CYP for adulthood and the world of work. 

As highlighted previously there are huge disparities in funding and access to support for BPS young people in post-16 college settings which much be addressed to give BPS CYP access to college.

‘Our research found that; 
• A quarter (24%) of LAs provide different post-16 provision depending on whether someone studies in a mainstream or a school-based sixth form college 
• Almost two thirds (61%) of sixth forms provide local authority sensory impairment services, compared to less than half (44%) of mainstream colleges 
• A quarter of mainstream colleges must buy in support compared to only 10% of sixth forms.’ Give Me Access to College - TPT

Finance, funding and capacity of SEND provision

We have concerns over interventions being made towards a more financially sound SEND system and consider that past interventions have been too heavily focussed on finances than meeting the needs of CYP. 

We support the work of IPSEA towards halting the safety valve programme IPSEA.

Accountability and inspection of SEND provision

The experiences of BPS CYP in mainstream settings is rarely a feature in settings Ofsted inspections. The low incidence of VI means that this important experience is often missed. 

Consideration in inspections must be made as to how BPS CYP are supported, including how they access VI specialists, technology training and that learning and assessments are accessible.


The focus on academic outcomes in the accountability system is too narrow. To achieve outcomes meaningful for CYP with SEND there must be a broadening of what is identified as markers of success. We are calling for all Ofsted inspectors to have knowledge of the CFVI. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of accountability for local authorities for meeting their statutory duty to provide specialist support for CYP aged 0-25, as evidenced in gaps at post-16. This accountability gap must be addressed.  

Key Recommendations

BPS CYP face significant barriers to accessing education and achieving their potential. The current SEND system fails to provide adequate support, leaving many BPS students without necessary specialist input to thrive in education and employment. Urgent reforms are required to address these issues.

We recommend:

1. For a working group to be established to consider how to address the experiences of CYP with low incidence disabilities such as vision impairment. 
2. Recognise and Integrate the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (CFVI) in policy.
3. Provide adequate ringfenced funding for statutory vision impairment services in further education and ensure there is accountability in the system to ensure local authorities deliver.
4. Remove the arbitrary requirement for an BPS CYP to have an EHCP to access VI support in mainstream post-16 college settings.
5. Develop a strategy for assistive technology and mainstream technology to ensure blind and partially sighted children and young people can access their education and have the right skills in preparation for employment 
6. Better embed training on low-incidence disabilities, such as vision impairment, into initial teacher training and ongoing CPD.
7. Incorporate the needs of BPS CYP in reforms to the national curriculum and Assessment system. 
8. For all Ofsted inspectors to have knowledge of the CFVI. 

By implementing these recommendations, we can create an education system where BPS CYP receive the support they need to succeed, ensuring equitable opportunities and outcomes for their future.

Contact us

We would welcome the opportunity to provide further evidence. Please contact us at EducationPolicy@pocklington.org.uk.
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