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1. Introduction

The 1981 Education Act in the United Kingdom stated that “Some pupils with special educational needs require extra help if they are to benefit from the experiences available to all pupils”. The Learning Support Assistants (LSAs) often provide this “extra help” in mainstream and special schools. The job of a support assistant has changed significantly over the past 10 years. They are no longer employed to “toilet the pupils, mix papier maché, clear up messes etc.”, but have a valuable role to play in providing access to an entitlement curriculum. During the 1990’s, there has been a move towards recognising the potential of learning support assistants. Headteachers have highlighted the training and support needs of these people, who are perceived by schools as having tremendous enthusiasm and dedication to children.

2. Development of Training
The support staff at St.Vincent’s School needed to be part of a multi-disciplinary team. It was vital therefore, that a structured programme of training was established to ensure that they developed the understanding, knowledge, skills and attributes needed to fulfil their changing role.

During 1994-5 I met with other senior representatives of OPSIS 
 to discuss these training needs. The aim was to “provide a professionally orientated programme of study for care and support staff working with people with a visual impairment”. The outcome was that from September 1995, OPSIS was able to offer a Certificate in Higher Education, Care and Support of the Visually Impaired.

3. Course Details

The course is nationally recognised and validated by the University of Plymouth. It is run on a 2 year part-time basis with course members attending sessions at a local programme centre. The programme consists of core, required and option modules. There are also two stand-alone modules. All the modules, however, may be taken as stand alone units.

4. Course Modules
The successful completion of six modules from the programme leads to the award.

Compulsory Core Modules
Visual Environment

Moving Environment

Real Life Environment



Required Modules

(Minimum of one)
Learning Support Environment

Support into Employment

Caring Environment

Residential Care Environment



Option Modules
Health Care Environment

Living Environment

Leisure Environment

Additional Disabilities

Communication Environment

Pastoral Care and Counselling

Resource Centre Management

Personal Study Module



Stand –Alone Module
Meeting the Needs of Visually Impaired People

Provision and Practice for Visually Impaired People



Each module consists of 10 taught sessions. Course members are required to submit a folio containing:

· Session Notes

· Directed Activities

· Diary

· Assignment

· Reading References

Taught sessions may be 10 half days, or 5 full days, depending on the centre. Tutorial Support is included in the programme

5. Potential for Improvement in the Schools and Colleges
The support staff varied greatly in their academic or childcare qualifications and in background experiences. There was no formalised in-service training, and staff learned their jobs by “trial and error” on a day-to-day basis and by watching teachers or senior care staff at work. Members of teaching staff are required by the DfEE (Department for Education and Employment), to take further training (mandatory) to achieve a Diploma in Special Education (Visual Impairment) within 3 years starting employment with visually impaired children. There were aspects of the DfEE diploma course that would be relevant to all persons working with visually impaired people. If similar knowledge and training were made formally available to support staff, it would certainly enhance the quality and effectiveness of their work, and thereby improve the achievements of the children and young people.

6. Objectives
At the end of the training programme It is hoped that the staff involved are able to:

· Support the needs of the pupils and clients

· Support the teachers and tutors

· Support the changing role of the schools and colleges.

by:

· Appreciating the major causes of visual impairment
· Understanding the implications of visual impairment in various settings e.g. in the classroom, in the residential groups and in the local community.
· Recognising the importance of the correct use of light, colours, contrasts and minimising glare
· Developing an awareness to increase the mobility and independence of the pupils
· Appreciating attitudes to disability, equal opportunities within the workplace, and social political perspectives.
· Gaining an overview of the learning support needed for a visually impaired child at all stages from pre-school to post 16
· Understanding the difficulties involved in tactile learning and other methods of communication

· Increasing their knowledge of leisure pursuits for the visually impaired, and to have the opportunity to gain expertise. 
7. Organisation of the Course

The organization of the Course is at 2 levels – a national level and a local level.

a) National Level

As Chairperson of the OPSIS Task Group, Plymouth Course, I have a 3-part role as outlined in the diagram.

National Level




b) Local Level

Within the local level organisation, I also have two roles

i) Local Programme Co-ordinator

ii) Module tutor for specific, Required and Optional modules in Year 2 of the Programme.
The responsibilities are outlined in this diagram.

Local Programme Co-ordinator



Module Tutor



8. Resources
Resourcing the training focuses on three aspects   

i) Financial

ii) Human

iii) Physical

i) Financial resources
This involves the cost per student, per module, x 6 modules. Currently the University of Plymouth has direct funding from the DfEE to support student fees. This money can be used to pay the module tutors. Each centre has to pay a £100 administration charge for each module delivered.
ii) Human resources

Each module tutor has to be accredited by the University Validation Board. Each centre has to agree to release course members for their training, and allow some study time for assignments. Module tutors also have to be available for the taught sessions and tutorial time.

iii) Physical resources
Each centre has to provide a base room for taught sessions, tutorials and private study. Course members should have access to recommended texts for assignment work. The centre should ideally have a range of demonstration materials/ equipment available. For example braille books, mathematics equipment, simulation spectacles, cheque book guides, german film, adapted games, daily living equipment etc.

9. Evaluation of the Project
The establishment of a structured training programme for the support of staff at St.Vincent’s and other OPSIS centres has been highly successful. It has fulfilled the objectives identified earlier. The support staff now have a clear understanding of the implications of visual impairment within the educational environments. They appreciate how visual impairment can impede the cognitive, personal and social development of children and young people. As a result of training, support staff now have a wide range of skills to enable them to work with pupils and clients in a variety of learning situations. 

The Course members in their module evaluations made comments such as:-


“It reinforced the everyday work that we do”

“It made me always think about making sure clients have heard and understood what you have asked of them”

“All aspects highly relevant”

“The course has developed my skills to be able to work in a team. I am considered as a valued member of a team. My ideas are valued.”

10. Other Developments
a) The U.K. OPSIS model has been introduced in two Eastern European countries – Romania and Bulgaria. An OPSIS colleague of mine, Sue Walker from the Royal Society for the Blind, Sevenoaks, U.K. has also prepared a presentation to this conference with a Romanian colleague.

b) From September 1999, the U.K. course has become nationally available to any support workers employed outside OPSIS establishments. They attend the local OPSIS centre to participate in the training programme.

c) From September 2000, OPSIS is hoping to develop the course into Open Distance Learning via CD-ROM or Internet technology. It is anticipated that the more practical elements will be covered at weekend seminars.

11. Final Comment

The introduction of a Certificate of Higher Education, Care and Support of the Visually Impaired, for staff working within the OPSIS establishments, has ensured that we are providing an example of good practice in training. Our staff are now more effectively deployed in the classroom and workplace with identifiable skills and competencies. Their training has clearly enhanced the quality and effectiveness of their work.

Susan A.Clamp

Opsis Members

1. Action for Blind People, London

2. Catholic Blind Institute, Liverpool                                

    St.Vincent’s School, Liverpool        

3. Henshaw’s Society for the Blind, Manchester

    Henshaw’s College, Harrogate

4. Queen Alexandra College, Birmingham

5. Royal London Society for the Blind, Kent

6. Royal National College, Hereford

7. Royal School for the Blind, Wavertree, Liverpool

8. West of England School and College, Exeter
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1. Liaising with the University of Plymouth Education Faculty 




















2.  Organising termly meetings with Local Programme Co-ordinators at the other OPSIS Establishments








3.  Reporting on a regular basis to the OPSIS Executive Management Committee on the activities of the Task Group.





Chairperson and Secretary to the OPSIS Task Group – Plymouth Course








1.  Introduction of members to the programme








2.  Liaison with Module Tutors for Year 1 Compulsory Modules 








Liaison with Module Tutors for Year 2 Required and Option Modules 


     








4.  Reporting on a regular basis to St.Vincent’s Governing Body ref: Staff Training/ Opsis Course.





1.  Required Module UGOR 104


Learning Environment. Preparation, Delivery, Monitoring, Tutoring, Marking and Assessing folios





2.  Optional Module UGOO 107


Communication Environment


Preparation, Delivery, Monitoring, Tutoring, Assessing final folios, meeting with blind colleague to discuss marking of braille tasks








3.  Optional Module UGO1


Leisure Environment


Co-tutor with Mrs.A.Beach (P.E.Teacher)


Preparation, Delivery, Monitoring, Tutoring, Assessing final folios.


Meeting with Mrs.Beach to discuss programme and progress of course members














� OPSIS was formed in 1994; a group of eight independent charities providing services for visually impaired people. St.Vincent’s was a Founder Member
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