Working with People with a Visual Impairment: Designing and Implementing an Innovative Certificate Programme

Focus: Achieving Quality in Education: Collaborative working to design a University accredited programme for developing professionals within the field. 
Topic: Continuous professional development and partnership
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This is collaborative initiative between two centres whose primary role is to provide high quality educational provision for people with a visual impairment. In partnership two centres have jointly written and plan to deliver a University accredited programme across two countries with different cohorts of students.

St Joseph’s Centre for the Visually Impaired (SJC) is located in Drumcondra, Dublin On the campus of SJC is a residential facility for children aged 11 year -22 years funded by the Health Service Executive, a pre-school and primary school, both funded by the Department of Education and a Community Secondary School funded by the Rosmini Order. A vocational training department provides a range of courses accredited under the National Framework of Qualification (NFQ) through the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) for visually impaired young people aged 16- 19 years. In recent times the child population of St Joseph’s Centre has changed; increasingly children are being referred to the range of therapy and early intervention services offered by the St Joseph’s Centre with multiple disabilities including a visual impairment (MDVI). 

The Royal National College for the Blind, is located in Hereford, England. It is a unique residential college of further education and vocational training for people who are blind or partially sighted in the age range 16+ . the students are a mix of younger learners 16-25  funded by the Learning and Skills, Councils and the Welsh Assembly Government and  adult learners 25-60+ funded by the Residential Training Unit  as part of the Department  of Work and Pensions. The College was founded in 1872 and moved to its current base thirty years ago. In 2005 the College was awarded the prestigious Beacon Status. The College offers a wide range of programmes that are tailored to meet the requirements of the individual learners. Study programmes are supported by independence, mobility, essential skills for life and enrichment .As part of its future direction planning the College has a Business Directorate devoted to Partnership, Innovation and Development .

With support from the University of Worcester, the two centres commenced discussion regarding areas of mutual professional interest in June 2007 and subsequently made a commitment to jointly plan a Certificate in Higher Education “Working with people with a Visual Impairment”.  This process of joint development and planning continued with meetings of colleagues in both England and Ireland to support this process until the final Meeting in March 2009 when the University of Worcester panel validated the Certificate.

Both centres are committed to creating opportunities for making available high quality continuing professional development for their respective staff groups and to use their unique experience and expertise to enhance the quality of education and care for people with a visual impairment. This certificate builds upon existing programmes of professional development available at the two centres and offers a progression route to other awards within higher education both in Ireland and the UK. 

The Certificate in Higher Education focuses upon the acquisition of introductory knowledge associated with a broad range of issues relevant to working with people with a visual impairment. It is understood that many people with a visual impairment will evidence mental health problems and a range of social and emotional disorders as well as potentially  other learning difficulties and or disabilities  Commonly, the term multiple disabilities including visual impairment (MDVI) is used to embrace this cluster of learning needs that might co-exist with the person’s visual impairment. Study of each module within the Certificate in HE is cognisant of the wider population of people with a visual impairment.

The certificate consists of eight (8) modules, two of which were already validated by the University of Worcester, these are as follows:

· Nature and Causes of Visual Impairment

· Orientation and Mobility

· Multiple Disability/Visual Impairment 

· Alternative Formats

· Rehabilitation Studies

· Assistive Technology

· Study Involving Learning (existing validation)

· Independent Study (existing validation) 

Each Module has been written by a Practitioner(s) from one or both of the Centres, which has been useful professional development in itself, but are written according to the University of Worcester guidelines. We have been very fortunate in that the Course Leader for St Joseph’s is a long time member of the Academic staff at the University with considerable experience in writing and delivering University programmes. His knowledge and guidance have proved invaluable throughout this experience.

The certificate will be delivered in parallel to separate cohorts of students within the two Centres over a period of 6 terms, commencing in October 2009. Uniquely, two modules will be delivered within the Centre where the majority of expertise is held at this time, these being Multi Disability /Visual Impairment and Assistive Technology which will be delivered in Dublin and Hereford respectively in the form of Summer schools. This has the additional advantage of each cohort experiencing very differing modes of educational and training provision in different countries. The challenges that face us are many, but are primarily around the issue of Quality Assurance in terms of the delivery and assessment in the two Centres.

The certificate builds on existing programmes of professional development at the two centres and offers a progression route other awards including transparency between qualifications, credit transfer and quality assurance process between the two partner countries.  The programme is available to professionals outside of the two centres.

Each Centres has its own Course Leader and within the programme each Module has a Leader who will have main responsibility for organising its delivery and assessment process. All staff delivering on the programme have submitted their CVs to the University of Worcester as part of the validation process and have become Associate Lectures of the University as a result of this process. The University offers continuing professional development to all its Lecturers which the centres are both investigating. As the majority of centre Teachers are new to this process at University level, assessed students’ work will have to be second marked to ensure a quality assurance of the assessment process, in line with University guidelines. To begin this process we have had one joint training day with all Module Leaders, and more are planned. This proved to be a very useful forum for cross fertilisation of ideas and discussion of many issues relating to our internal quality assurance.  The University provides a Link Tutor to assist the centres, and it is recognised that this role will require significant input in the early years of the programme.

What sort of Learner will this programme attract? It is hoped that this programme will be suitable for anyone working in the field of Visual Impairment.  However in order to fulfil the criteria required by the University of Worcester all aspects of this programme must be available for any student to access. Entry criteria are inclusive and offer both conventional and flexible entry to allow a broad range of students to access the programme. This Certificate does not form part of a work based learning degree, nor is it a programme to become a practitioner in for example, Rehabilitation studies. Instead it is an academic qualification that can allow the student to add it on to their existing qualification or as part of progress towards a degree programme. It will be delivered on a part time basis using a number of differing assessment methods as appropriate.  

The certificate builds on existing programmes of professional development at the two centres and offers a progression route other awards including transparency between qualifications, credit transfer and quality assurance process between the two partner countries.  The programme is available to professionals outside of the two centres.

The primary aim of the programme is to enhance the skills, knowledge and insights that can be translated by students to their place of learning or work in order to enrich the lives of people with a visual impairment. 

Assessment of progress will include opportunities for students to:

· Demonstrate a range of academic writing and study skills

· Develop qualities and transferable skills

· Effectively communicate the benefits of using assistive technology and alternative format media

At the end of the presentation students will have gained an insight into the process of collaborative design of such a course and will be able to evaluate the benefits of a similar programme in their own arena.

It is hoped that this Certificate will contribute to the development of knowledge in the field of visual impairment. The movement to accommodate children with a visual impairment and some with moderate MDVI in mainstream schools with support from Teaching Assistants is enshrined in legislation both in the UK and the Republic of Ireland. This development demands that practitioners working with children with a visual impairment develop a range of skills. Children with complex, profound and multiple disabilities including loss of sight are increasingly to be found in special schools. The needs of these children present a challenge in respect to levels of practical and medical support as well as developing an appropriate pedagogy. Members of staff who work with these children require specialist skills of the type included in the Certificate programme. Whilst there is no statutory requirement to achieve specialist qualifications for people working with adults with a VI in the residential sector, it is evident that these specialist skills support a continuing improvement in the quality of this provision.
The processes of discussion, planning, writing and validation has proved to be an interesting and at times challenging process for all three institutions  concerned . Now begins the recruitment process in both the U.K. and Ireland with the first student cohorts planned to commence their studies in the Autumn of 2009. This is very much a joint venture in every way, and it is good to know that both St Josephs and the RNC, Hereford will be travelling this road together in partnership through to the successful completion of this University programme.
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