Developing, preserving and exchanging knowledge and experiences, a necessary challenge anno 2009: The value of working together within supported and diverse networks.
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In 2009 the context of living, education and care for a person with visual impairment can be very diverse. We see all kind of flexible application in the continuum of regular school and care services from regular schools at home and specialised setting for visual impaired or other types of impairment. Wherever a person with a visual impairment lives or follows school, works or needs support, the main concern is:  how to get the appropriate knowledge or experiences there, where persons with a visual impairment need them. 
Many countries, with a rich history of specialised care and education try to work out this challenge. 
In Belgium, specialised organisations found a complementary partner in the SEN-organisation (Supporting point Expertise Networks) to continue their responsibility in this area in a structured way. 
In this lecture we’ll describe some elements of a shared mission and vision and we’ll try to point out the additional value by working together. We, rather as professionals in the field of education and care of the visual impaired and the SEN partner, rather as professional in the field of managing processes and methods in building up or exchanging expertise.
A. Trying to translate this work in progress in more specific objectives to handle with, we think it’s important to find answers to the questions below to become a kind of quality standard for developing as well as exchanging expertise.
1. Starting point: reflection: What do persons with a visual impairment expect from professionals?  Do they ask to support them in getting quality of their lives: improving inclusion, improving feelings of happiness, success,…..?
And who is involved? The specific professional as well as the more generalist!

2. Which expertise is relevant or needed to improve the situation? What do professionals, specialised or more generalists, need to know or need to handle. What do we know from experience or research, what is available in literature? Lets check the needs in daily life, the needs of the professionals and the needs  of persons with a visual impairment.
3. Is the knowledge/ expertise available, or should it be developed?
Very often expertise is stored inside the head or heart of many persons working in the field. How can we externalise this expertise and make it more explicit and exchangeable? This knowledge should be preserved, before specific persons leave their job or are retiring.  

4. How optimize the exchange of this expertise? 
How can people be trained that they can more easily transfer information to their own situation? How managing the process in such way that sharing experiences leads to effective implementation in the daily lives of persons with visual impairment. Easy to say, not so easy to do!
B. A policy for the coming years created by all actors in the field.
In a reflection group, some mane objectives, the result of a range of questionnaires are chosen. The reflection group represents the person with a visual impairment, professionals, all involved in education or care for this target group, more or less as experts and members of the staff from the SEN organisation.
For the coming period they define priorities related to different strategic objectives. This results in a policy for the actual period which takes about 4 years. 
The main strategic objectives are: 
- getting access to specialised support for those who need it
- getting the most appropriate support
- Professionals have the necessary competences and instruments to overview the special needs of a person with visual impairment and they can bring into practice the needed care
- To bring theory into practice

- To improve strength of these organisations to lengthen the stay of people with a visual impairment in their habitual environment; to improve dialogues between involved sectors.
C.  Specific methods 
1. Stimulating and facilitating all kind of relevant networks
a. Between rather specialised organisations:
Ex 1: network between specialised centres in Flanders: OVERZIEN( Centrum Ganspoel, Koninklijk instituut Spermalie, Koninklijk instituut Woluwe, Blindenzorg licht en liefde, De Markgrave)

Ex 2.networks on the theme of cerebral visual impairment, where as well organisations for persons with a physical impairment as organisation for persons with a visual impairment or mental retardation are involved.

b.Between specialised and professionals with a task in more generalist care: ex: support of elderly people.

2. Giving a kind of financial support to those who take initiatives to develop expertise or an incentive for those who are searching for expertise.

a.expertiseshop: Priority is given to techniques and methods that result in a high learning impact and methods who improve the competency of self reflection by those who are searching for expertise! Dialogue and supervision are promoted. 
b.Projects: more intensive method, spread into time, appropriate for developing expertise as well as preserving and spreading knowledge.

- Well explored and defined subject 
- Based on a problem analysis
- Well planned and systematically evaluated
- Leads to an operational result, which is ready for distribution
- Process of distribution is always an element of the project so that implementation should be easier!
- In a project always different organisations or different sectors (healthcare, school, education, and welfare) are involved. This is a more strategic option. It is important that project were built on a shared platform. It ‘s not the intention that every partner in the field of persons with a visual impairment is engaged in each project. But to question relevancy or some reflection at the beginning improves the implementation over the organisations later on.
3. Supporting exchange by use of modern communication media. Although Belgium is a rather small country, circulation on the roads is dense. Too much time has been spent on several kinds of reunion.
A lot of information can be brought together (stock- taking) and shared by internet.
All kinds of meeting-groups can ask for a virtual working place on the SEN site to store and exchange information and give the opportunity for some comments.
Attention should go to the quality of stored information! 
D. Some examples and actions for current period related to 6 items of the policy will give an inside view on this work on progress.
1. situation: Most of the people with visual impairment use regular services. The number of regular professionals is still increasing. 
Question: Are they competent to recognise signals of visual impairment and to give special adjustments. Do they know the more specialised services to get support when needed?
Actions to sensitise: promotion of lists of signals; application of the instrument “visual profile”; specialised social map; workbook visual impairment and toddlers; planned training or training on demand.
2. Situation: To improve the use of high tech in communication

Question: how can professionals share their experiences; how can they follow the fast evolution to give well informed opinions?
Action: creating forums on the web; the use of the expertise shop; stimulating networks between centres that give advice on low-vision services tools and teachers and caregivers.
3. Situation: the blind persons represent in number a rather small group, but their functioning can be very diverse and the needs are often complex and explicit.

Question: How are specialised professionals been supported in developing and exchanging expertise?
Actions: supported project about the use of senso - tactile picto’s( cfr poster) ; supported project to improve counselling techniques in mobility by developing a training DVD ( cfr workshop) ; supporting a postgraduate training in orientation and mobility instructor; training to use haptics ; supported project on the transition to read maturity for those who make use of Braille.

4. Visual impairment in special company.

Situation: As we know from earlier research, experience and lectures, many persons with a cognitive or physical impairment suffer from visual impairment to. 

Question: Are the consequences well known by the professionals working in this field; how improve sensitisation and how improve the implementation of the knowledge of CVI (cerebral visual impairment); how can we give the appropriate attention to persons with not congenital brain damage and visual impairment?
Action: supporting a symposium in April 2007; supported project about practical advises in supporting persons with visual impairment and memory disorders; workshops on the theme of not congenital brain defects; seminar on CVI February 2009. 
5 Balance of social emotional wellbeing and stress

Situation: This balance is often fragile. Although persons seem at first sight well integrated they often bear witness being out of balance anyway. In a questionnaire  professionals formulate that they need support in coping with behaviour in a range of social  emotional, psychological or psychiatric problems that occur related to visual impairment.
Question: how can we better link the knowledge of those 2 areas; which research is necessary and which expertise should be developed and shared?
Action: working on stable social networks for the person with an visual impairment; exchange knowledge about co-morbidity of visual impairment and social emotional problems

6 The prevalence of visual impairment by elderly people

Situation: because of the related age problems, elderly people meet a lot of professionals: all kind of services for medical care by physicians and nurses, services to clean, services to support elderly in their daily activities.
Question: how can we sensitise professionals, working at the home place of elderly people or in a hospital or residence for elderly, for the changes in visual functioning of their clients?
To conclude, the action field for professionals who works for and with persons with a visual impairment is much more diverse than suspected on first sight. Specialised professionals and other professionals should meet to bring expertise there where it is needed. All over the past years many special schools and care services felt responsible for this process. They took a lot of initiatives although this task doesn’t belong to their core-business. They could convince the government of the value of this work and the notion of necessary needed financial support. Developing, preserving and exchanging expertise between professionals can get nowadays support by working together with the SEN organisation. Beside some kind of financial support they offer methodical and strategic support, adjusted to European evolutions anno 2009.
