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Qualified teachers of the visually impaired have been involved in the early support of children with visual impairment for almost twenty years in Edinburgh. In the early days, support for children whose visual impairment was part of a complex set of needs, was provided primarily by other professionals. The therapists and pre-school home-visiting teachers devised programmes for these children, sometimes with a little input from a visual impairment specialist. Some families also had contact with an independent school for visually impaired children within the city. Child and Family Centres have long had a key role to play in supporting some children with disabilities and their families.
As services have developed and in the light of The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004, the local authority has reviewed the services for children under the age of 3, who have a disability which will impact on their learning. One result of this has been the development of Edinburgh’s Bright Start approach, which aims to offer a range of timely and appropriate support for families. This might include home-visiting by a qualified teacher of the visually impaired at mutually agreed intervals, as well as the opportunity to attend one or more of the playgroups geared to the developmental needs of the children with the most complex and profound disability. 
Most referrals to the teachers of the visually impaired are from medical personnel, generally from community paediatricians, but also from physiotherapists, health visitors and others. VTSS operates an open referral system and has no waiting list for children with visual impairment, so contact will be established as soon as the family is known to the service. Home visits are our usual starting point in getting to know a family. As the child grows, families will often seek appropriate groups to join with their child.
The parents of children whose only additional support needs result from a visual impairment may choose to attend their local toddler groups and playgroups. The families of this group of children also need support to understand and develop confidence in their child’s progress and to recognise potential obstacles and deal with the implications. 

The families of the children with more complex needs are often intimidated by mainstream groups. They may feel pressured by a perception that their child is different and is not celebrating each developmental milestone at the same time as others in the group. They may have to carry awkward equipment, such as oxygen or suction devices, which again are a source of fascination or fear to other parents. It can be harder to build friendships with other parents in this context.
Within a Bright Start group the parents know that all the children are affected by severe or profound disability and they do not have to explain this to one another. A strong bond of trust and empathy can develop among the parents and with the professionals involved. Each person brings their own perspective to the group, but can usually make time to listen to others and sometimes share possible solutions to the problems they encounter.
While parents benefit from the chance to relax and share a cup of tea in safe and pleasant surroundings, we have a programme of activities for the children in each of the Bright Start groups. These will include social interaction, early communication, body-awareness, movement and sensory experiences. A high level of staffing ensures that children have 1:1 attention during most activities. We are responsive to the child’s health and care needs, modifying planned programmes appropriately. Information about the child’s interests and preferences can be gathered from parents. Therapists may visit the groups and discuss appropriate interventions. A team begins to build up around the child, with parents and professionals each given recognition for the part they can play in the child’s development. Parents enjoy the fact that attendance at the group is optional. When there are too many other commitments, such as hospital appointments, they may choose to stay at home with their child or they may find that their visit to Bright Start gives them and interlude of positive and happy experience amid the many reminders of what their child is not able to achieve. 
The challenges for the professionals involved are many and varied. This work requires emotional strength and a good listening ear. Staff need support so that they can continue to make a useful contribution to the families they work with. All professionals must keep up-to-date with current legislation, local policies and best practice. Obviously our knowledge of visual impairment, other difficulties and the likely impact on development and learning must be sound. We have to develop good problem-solving attitudes and be aware of the resources currently available to support families through the pre-school years. We must have good professional relationships with other specialists involved with the families. We benefit from sharing experiences with parents, medical personnel, therapists, psychologists, and professionals from specialist respite services, information networks, disability groups, etc.
In addition to attending the Bright Start groups most families also choose to have home visits which build up their relationship with their visiting teacher  and develop mutual understanding of the child’s needs. On these visits there are opportunities to discuss the future and matters such as schooling. Parents need accurate information about the options open to their child and time to reflect and establish their preferences. Transitions can be difficult times for parents, so the better prepared they are for their child’s move into nursery and school, the more smoothly things will go for all concerned.
The parents of children who have a visual impairment but no other disability, also have to adapt to their child’s support needs. Home visits allow discussion of parents’ fears and aspirations and appropriate strategies. I have found the ‘Developmental Journal for babies and children with visual impairment’ to be a very useful tool with this group of families. It allows the family to review their child’s progress against an adapted developmental checklist which takes account of visual impairment. This can be done with or without the involvement of a visiting professional as the Journal remains with the family. It helps to explain visual impairment and its impact. It gives suggested activities and ways to overcome ‘sticking points’ in a child’s development. Families find these activities very helpful and encouraging. They benefit from feeling in control of their child’s situation.
As we establish a working relationship we can monitor the child’s developing vision or lack of it. We can discuss access to literacy and the future school curriculum. We can begin to work on spatial, auditory, movement, tactile and positional skills and all the concepts which will be needed for learning and living independently. Gradually braille, print and technology will be discussed and options explored. The basics for good mobility and braille skills begin to be put in place. Books and games can be adapted, so that sighted siblings and partially sighted or blind children or parents can all share the fun. 
One outcome of good early intervention will be that parents have confidence in their own ability to support their visually impaired child and confidence in the professionals they will meet during nursery and school years. They will be aware that a strong team around the child will provide timely and accurate information about services and resources and that potential problems will be anticipated so that the impact of their child’s visual impairment is kept to a minimum. The parents will understand that school staff will be well-informed about the needs of their child and will be given training and support throughout the child’s school life and its changing demands. This should lead to the full social and educational inclusion of visually impaired children in the school setting chosen by their parents.

The children with whom I have worked since their earliest months are showing the benefits of early intervention and will start school with confidence in all social and curricular areas and firm foundations in braille reading and recording. In addition they have established good mobility skills and cane techniques, where this is appropriate.

In my poster presentation I aim to show some aspects of this early intervention and the flexibility of the provision offered by The City of Edinburgh’s Visiting Teaching and Support Services. I will make reference to my work with both visually impaired children and the children with profound and complex needs which include visual impairment. Teamwork with parents and other involved professionals will be a strong theme in my presentation.
References:

Developmental Journal for babies and children with visual impairment: Nottingham DfES Publications 2006
