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Introduction
Pupils in the United Kingdom take external examinations at 16 which form a gateway to their future education and employment opportunities. All examination papers are checked by specialist modifiers to identify any potential barriers to access before they are produced in large print and braille for visually impaired pupils. In the past most modifiers have come from visual impairment special schools but these are reducing in number to the point where the recruitment of new modifiers from mainstream backgrounds has become an urgent necessity. This presentation describes a new initiative by which modifiers are recruited and trained to ensure they all work to an agreed standard and raises questions about the long term future of the current system. 
Background
Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) is a national UK charity that provides information, advice and support to children and adults who are blind or partially sighted, their relatives and friends.  RNIB also provides direct and indirect services for blind and partially sighted people including training courses for the professionals who support them, and campaigns on their behalf to improve national and local policies and service provision. All these activities are underpinned by research and evaluation.

RNIB has been involved with the provision of examination papers for blind and partially sighted students in the UK for many years. In common with many countries, major changes have occurred in recent years in the placement of visually impaired children, most of whom are now educated in local mainstream schools rather than a small number of visual impairment special schools. This has required the establishment of a national system to ensure that papers in alternative formats are provided to a consistent standard across the full range of schools. 
Under disability discrimination legislation examination boards are required to design their papers to be as inclusive as possible. In an ideal world, visual impairment specialists would have an input into the design of the standard papers to ensure that these need as little subsequent modification as possible. Unfortunately this 'universal design' approach is unrealistic in terms of the enormous number of papers involved and the small number of visually impaired learners who are likely to take them. It is also the case that designing one style of paper that meets the needs of all candidates regardless of their disability is an almost impossible task. Some subsequent modification is therefore always likely to be required for blind and partially sighted users.

The work of producing papers in alternative formats is divided between two sets of professionals: 
· Subject modifiers. These are teachers of the visually impaired who advise on how the content of an examination paper should be changed to make it accessible to learners with visual impairment.

· Producers. These are specialists in the layout and presentation of large print or braille who produce the final copy of the paper. 

Modifiers and producers work to a common set of guidelines entitled 'Best practice guidelines for the modification and production of examination papers for candidates with a visual impairment', which is available on the RNIB website at www.rnib.org.uk/curriculum. This document sets out information on the conventions to be used in setting out text and graphics in large print and braille papers. There are two types of large print paper - enlarged, which is a straightforward enlargement of the original from A4 to A3 paper, and modified enlarged, which involves reformatting the original text into 18 point bold print on A4 paper with simplified graphics where appropriate. The braille version of the paper undergoes a similar process of reformatting text and simplifying graphics for tactile use.

The role of subject modifiers is to advise on changes which may need to be made to the content of an examination paper rather than its presentation. Their work is governed by the key principles that in relation to the original paper any modified paper should:
· assess the same skills, knowledge and concepts
· be at the same level of difficulty
· reflect the same balance of content

· make the same demands in terms of time and effort.
These principles are clearly essential to avoid the danger of modified papers being easier than or testing different things from the original papers on which they are based. Any changes proposed by a modifier have to be approved by the examination board concerned. 
Recruitment and training of new modifiers

The system outlined above was first created in the early 1990s and many of the original subject modifiers have not been replaced since that time. This has become a cause for concern. An analysis in 2007 showed that out of a total of 38 approved modifiers, 31 worked in special schools while only seven had a mainstream background. Fifteen of these 31 special school modifiers worked or had worked at one special school, the only school in England which still specialises in teaching academically able children with visual impairment. In addition, 11 of the 38 modifiers were already retired and it was not clear how much longer these individuals would be willing or able to carry on with the work. 
Another concern identified in research carried out by Rory Cobb during this period was that the style and extent of modification employed in a special school context might be more radical than that with which students in mainstream schools were familiar. One of the key principles of effective access arrangements for public examinations is that these should reflect a student's normal classroom practice as far as possible. It was a worrying possibility that our dependence on special school teachers as modifiers might be creating difficulties for some candidates who were unused to the types of modification they put forward.
In light of this situation it has been clear for some time that the recruitment of new modifiers is becoming an urgent priority. A difficulty in the past has been that the examination boards would not agree to pay for an initial training programme for new modifiers and RNIB was unable to fund this from its own resources. However, in 2007 the Joint Council for Qualifications, which acts as a coordinating body for the examination boards, agreed to pay for a recruitment and training programme as part of its response to new disability discrimination legislation in this area.

RNIB carried out a recruitment drive in summer 2008 for new modifiers, stressing that we wished to recruit people with a background in mainstream inclusion of learners with visual impairment wherever possible. In order to achieve this we had to extend the acceptance criteria beyond the existing expectation that all modifiers had direct experience of teaching the subject concerned to visually impaired children. We therefore asked applicants for evidence of their competence and experience to include at least four of the following:

· Qualification to teach the subject concerned

· Another academic qualification (eg university degree) in that subject 

· Qualification as teacher of the visually impaired

· Current involvement in teaching and/or supporting learners with visual impairment in this subject and at this level

· Previous experience as exam modifier for large print and/or braille

· Professional role in the modification of curriculum material for large print and/or braille

· Recent/regular contact with the wider field of visual impairment education.
Ten applications were received, of which nine were from teachers, teaching assistants or resource technicians working with children in mainstream schools.  Subjects covered included English, science, ICT, modern foreign languages and history. Two of these applications were rejected because the individuals concerned lacked relevant qualifications in the subjects they were proposing to modify. The remaining eight people were sent guidelines on modification and two sample papers in their chosen subjects to modify. A training meeting was held in Birmingham in November 2008 at which the new trainees came together for an induction session and met their lead modifiers to discuss their practice work. It became clear on this day that the trainees came with very different levels of expertise. Only one was approved by his lead modifier to start work on live examination papers with immediate effect. The remaining seven were asked to carry out further practice work for a follow up meeting in April 2009. This meeting is still to take place at the time of writing. 
The training programme raises important questions about the skills needed to undertake the role of modifier. Two trainees switched from modifying history to English after the first training day because they felt they lacked the subject knowledge needed to modify questions involving historical sources. In her report the lead modifier for history made the point that the simple strategy of describing a picture or photograph could often leave candidates unable to gain higher marks for questions because it did not convey as much information as the original image. In her view this amounted to 'surface modification' rather than the 'deep modification' skills which a true subject specialist could apply. The lead modifier for modern foreign languages has raised similar concerns about the subject knowledge of her trainee, who has considerable experience in modifying and producing resources for school use in all subject areas but has no direct experience of teaching foreign languages to sighted or visually impaired learners. 
Well Prepared guidance
One training tool which we are developing to support new modifiers as well as mainstream teachers is a publication called 'Well Prepared'. This was originally produced in 2000 and we are currently updating it for a new edition to be published later in 2009.  'Well Prepared' is a short booklet which contains examples of original print examination questions and compares these with the modified large print versions used in the examinations concerned.  Although it contains only large print modifications to make it more readily accessible to sighted teachers, the principles behind these and modifications for braille are usually the same.  

'Well Prepared' looks primarily at different approaches to modifying examination questions, breaking them down into the following eight main headings and giving examples of each:

· Picture or diagram simplified or show differently

· Picture or diagram replaced with written description

· Picture or diagram supplemented by written explanation

· Picture or diagram replaced with a real item or model

· Unnecessary picture or diagram removed

· Amount of information reduced

· Measurements altered

· Inherently visual material replaced with equivalent non-visual material

In addition, the new publication also provides a summary of common modifications on a subject by subject basis, intended to help teachers to understand the main ways from those listed above in which examination papers in their own subject are likely to be modified.  For example, maths diagrams involving measurement are likely to be changed to include an extended marking tolerance. Where fully sighted pupils are required to measure to an accuracy of plus or minus 0.1cm, candidates using a modified enlarged print or braille paper may measure to an accuracy of plus or minus 0.5cm. Another specialist area would be the modifications required to make a media studies paper meaningful and accessible to a visually impaired student, where questions may involve commenting on issues of visual design.
Feedback from teachers of the visually impaired has shown that 'Well Prepared' is often used as a training tool for teachers and other staff to discuss the nature of different educational tasks.  Now that most visually impaired children are educated in ordinary schools, teamwork between those responsible for their education is becoming increasingly important. This is especially true where a teaching assistant works alongside the class teacher to provide curriculum access for a visually impaired learner.   In some instances the modifications required may be simple and obvious.  In others, however, effective modification requires knowledge and understanding of the educational implications of visual impairment as well as a strong grasp of the subject itself.
Concluding comments
This paper has sought to identify the importance of establishing and sharing best practice in the modification and presentation of examination materials for visually impaired learners.  In doing so it has raised a number of key issues. As stated above, one of the main principles of effective access arrangements for public examinations is that they should reflect a student's normal classroom experience as far as possible.   A mismatch between the two is likely to disadvantage a learner if it means they are presented in an examination with unfamiliar materials. However, in reality this process also works the other way too, as examination papers provide an important means by which individual schools can compare their own curriculum materials with a national standard.  Drawing attention to the way in which examination questions are modified can therefore play a significant part in encouraging the development of consistent approaches to curriculum modification for all visually impaired children.  Arguably examination papers should form a 'gold standard' of modification and presentation against which schools can measure their own curriculum materials.
In order to achieve this situation, however, it is essential that examination papers are modified by people who are truly expert in this area of work. Ideally this means they should be subject teachers who understand the needs of visually impaired learners. Traditionally this has meant relying on special school teachers but the continuing decline of visual impairment special schools in the United Kingdom means that the number of teachers employed to teach their specialist subject to visually impaired children is dropping fast. As we have seen, recruiting new modifiers currently involves training up people with a strong background in visual impairment but often with limited subject knowledge. If this approach proves not to work, there are two possible alternatives. The first would be to train subject specialists at the examination boards themselves to understand visual impairment, so that they can carry out the modifications themselves. The second would be to move the whole task of modifying and producing examination papers for blind and partially sighted students away from a dependence on people carrying out this work as a sideline to their main roles. This is a highly professional aspect of education which has major implications for the future prospects of blind and partially sighted students. On this basis, there is an argument for saying that it should be carried out by a properly trained and regulated workforce employed specifically for this purpose.
Whatever route we end up taking in the UK, the final point of this presentation is to emphasise that understanding and engaging with the ways in which external examinations are made accessible is an essential part of the role of a teacher of the visually impaired. It is an extension of their students' curriculum entitlement which they cannot afford to ignore.
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