"I wanna hold your hand" - not any more. A look at increasing independence of pupils in Visual Impairment support units in Dundee, Scotland.
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Dundee is a town of approximately 142,000 people in the North East of Scotland. Before boundary changes, we were part of Tayside which included Perth and Kinross and Angus, so were a fairly substantial Multisensory Service. Tayside continues to have a joint police service, fire service, and electoral, valuation, and health boards but not an education department.This is now much reduced and we have very little contact with our colleagues in these two other counties. However, because we have the only Enhanced Provision in the area, we often take children from the former Tayside, Angus particularly. We are accommodated in a Secondary School and the Primary EP is located in the nearest feeder primary. None of the pupils we are currently dealing with would have naturally gone to either of these schools, so transport is provided for them by the Council. Current research by VI Scotland (2003) and the RNIB (2003) shows that most visually impaired children, aged between 5-16yrs of age, attend their local mainstream school or a mainstream school with a resource base attached. (Everett and Ravenscroft, 2004, p4) But since I joined the service 4 years ago, it has been more common for parents to choose to put their child in the local primary with peripatetic support. The pupils who come to us, therefore, tend to have extra issues, usually emotional, and need the extra support available from support staff being in school all the time. While I am quite happy with this part of the situation, I think in general, the pupils have been over-supported in the past, and believing myself be a leader (MacBeath, 1998) and a change agent (Jordan,1994) while still being a non-promoted teacher, I have wanted to change the practice in the service ever since I started. 
The thrust of our work over the last year or so has been to change the ethos and work practice of our unit within the school, and in this process change our relationship to classroom teachers, becoming consultants more than collaborators. There were always going to be problematic parts to this and we spent a considerable amount of time at the beginning of the academic year sitting down with classroom teachers and discussing what we planned to do to make things different. The balance of time spent supporting the pupil in the classroom and preparing materials in the base would change. The time-scale for this was realistically going to be two years at the end of which we would have gradually, and without teachers and pupils really noticing, pulled out of all text based and perhaps some practical classes. We very rarely withdraw pupils, agreeing that it may “harm a child’s self-esteem and leave the class teacher feeling undervalued and de-skilled” (Mason et al, 1977, p409). The main problem with this was that during the transition period we would all suffer slightly: mainstream teachers would sometimes have to deal with pupils on their own before they were completely ready; pupils would have to deal with situations without as much support as they wanted and unit staff would be doing extra preparation without having the extra time. Unit staff all felt this to be a worthwhile project and were willing to put in extra time and effort. 
“It is a difficult balancing act to ensure that the assistant’s presence aids rather than impairs social inclusion” (Bowman et al, 2001, p159) and we are trying to monitor this. For this to work, we need flexible, enthusiastic and well-trained staff who are not afraid of making ad hoc decisions based on departmental policy, but can also encourage the pupil to make these decisions. We also need the co-operation of the mainstream staff who potentially play two roles in this. They must give us material in time for it to be adapted and they must accept that there will not always be a member of staff with the pupil. This will not happen overnight but we are already having some success in this area. It means that the role of the support staff must change. Instead of being with the pupil, acting as a potential barrier to learning and socialising, the staff will be in the background, advising the mainstream staff and preparing materials. Staff seem to find this role change quite challenging but we have built structures to support the change. We have tried, as far as possible, to put one member of staff in charge of liaison with particular departments so that lines of communication are smoother. 
After the new regime had run for a while, it became clear that some of the unit staff themselves were not very happy about the change so I decided to find out why. As part of a bigger piece of research into the views of mainstream staff I designed a questionnaire and interview schedule and the results were very interesting. One of the problems with making everyone responsible for the work preparation is that everyone needs to have the appropriate skills. Over the years, our classroom assistant had taken on more and more responsibility for adapting materials and learned the appropriate skills as she went along, as had those of us who did most of our own preparation. Some people had also been on courses run by the Scottish Sensory Centre and The Royal Blind School on adaptation. And others were in the process of studying for the Diploma in ASL at Edinburgh University. One of the first things we did was to organise some CPD allowing us to “cascade” these skills and experience. This was not without problems, one of which was a sort of professional snobbery – there was a feeling amongst some that the CA should do all the preparation work and she definitely should not be telling teachers what to do.
 When I started the interview process one member of staff, the classroom assistant, preferred to answer the questions on the PC herself as she was nervous about giving the “wrong” answers. She was trying to second-guess what my definition of inclusion might be. But at least she was thinking about it. I think the unit staff liked being asked their opinions and liked the fact that they were being asked to think in a more abstract sense rather than just worrying about Jimmy’s maths for example. The interviews also brought up lack of confidence in another area – people felt they had to justify leaving the classroom or not turning up, with some members of staff thinking the school perception of them was that they were not real teachers or at least did not have a real work-load. This again could be fixed by a bit of CPD: for the classroom teachers letting them know what we do and how we do it and for the unit staff to help them explain their role at the start of the session.
One of the reasons there was so much work to do is that we, as a service, have not historically made a great deal of use of Low Vision Aids. The children are taught about them and how to use them when they are in primary, reminded about them when Functional Vision Assessments come up or they start using public transport for example. Generally, however, we have produced enlarged copies of work for the pupils. There is an argument, and perhaps it is a good one, that A3 copies of work which has been produced on A4 are perfectly adequate and can be enhanced by magnification if necessary, but we tend to scan documents and produce them in the correct size and style of font for each pupil. We used to print copies and keep them from tear to year, but invariably the next year the pupil would need a different size, or the teacher would use a different text so we now store them electronically and load them on to laptops at the appropriate time. This has added benefits for the pupil who can change background and font colour as well as for the planet as we use a lot less paper and ink.
As part of the change in style, we started by taking stock of where we were in human terms. We brought in an external facilitator for a team-building day which we ended by drawing up a list of Purpose and Values. It was a long and difficult day because everyone at the time was feeling undervalued and we struggled for positivity. When we filled in the questionnaire for the Belbin test, we were clearly all pretty down. It showed plainly that we had some important gaps in our team, but I am not sure this was a reflection of reality, more a reflection of how we felt about ourselves. If we did the same test now, the answers would be somewhat different. We seemed to lack a co-ordinator and resource investigator but were well served with team workers and completer/finishers. Since this initial research, the situation has changed in several ways, with the biggest difference being the change in staff allocation which everyone was keen to happen. This has had a generally positive effect. We also consulted our job descriptions and restated who was responsible for what.  The areas where we felt we scored well were in performance culture, informality and external relations. Time, then, to look out rather than in. 
It was always going to be necessary to “make an assessment of the current attitudes and beliefs of the staff towards pupil differences and difficulties” (Jordan, 1994, p5) and this seemed to be the right time to do it.
My initial questionnaire for the mainstream teachers was quite lengthy and concentrated on changes. When I piloted this however, several things became obvious: only one of the pupils is realistically able to be left on her own; it is probably too early to tell if the methods are making a difference and teachers were not confident about giving answers which might change the work practice and so they left gaps or were very non-commital. When I ran the real survey, I concentrated on the relationship of the mainstream teachers to the unit staff and the pupils rather than any changes they had noticed. I also asked about inclusion and about Visual Awareness training. I was a bit worried about the amount of people who ticked all three of “it’s one more thing I have to worry about”; “I don’t have the necessary skills” and “under pressure” to the question “when I have a VI child in the class I feel…” this feeling of inadequacy and stress is something I will have to pick up on in awareness training. It may, of course, reflect an underlying lack of confidence, but I can only help to a degree.
I was also interested that for the question about having VI support staff in class, only 1 respondent thought that it might be a barrier to learning and yet all the unit staff think that it is. It was equally telling that 16 people said having a VI teacher there was an opportunity for team teaching when none of us have ever observed this; perhaps this is something we could include in awareness training. A small but significant number (15%) said it left them free to communicate directly with the pupil although one felt it necessary to tell me s/he did that anyway.
Because I did not want anyone to say it was irrelevant to them or they had no time I made VI awareness training compulsory when asking respondents which aspect they would be interested in. For some reason one person wrote “n/a” but unfortunately did not put a name and another anonymous respondent ticked “no, don’t need it” when asked if s/he had had VI awareness training.  I would have expected a good number to choose “how to prepare enlarged materials” and “what equipment (…) I might borrow” and they did, but I was pleased with the number (30) who chose “how to adapt my lesson to make it more accessible” and “about social isolation” (11). As 32 people out of 36 said they would like some training, I think this is adequate evidence of the need for it to be built into an inset day.
My vision for the future of our pupils is clearly one of inclusion, not as a fixed goal,” but rather as a never-ending process of responding to human diversity.” (Priestly, 2003, p83) In order to achieve this I need to first convince the unit staff that genuine inclusion is vital and then convince the school. I have started doing this through CPD and individual meetings with mainstream staff and this will continue, but there also needs to be mandatory awareness training which means that the Head Teacher needs to be convinced first but I think we are well on the way to gathering evidence.
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