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The Mobilty21 Project (2007-2010) is funded by the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) of the English Government. It is tasked with establishing relevant national standards for England, informed by a social pedagogy perspective and an exemplar-training course that may resonate for other European contexts. The standards identify four key mobility and independence work contexts: the home setting; educational settings; public spaces and the transitions within and between these settings. The proposed course uses an innovative approach to ‘blended-learning’ (part on-line, part face-to-face) to address the training of a geographically dispersed population of children with visual needs and those who train them. Habilitation knowledge, skills, understanding and practical skills inform the course and its mentor support scheme. The aim is to foster children’s social inclusion and independence and to prepare them for increasingly independent working lives as adults. 

This presentation reports (1) Project processes as models for others pursuing similar goals; (2) Identifies how the standards, course and qualifications were developed using consultation with mobility specialists, service delivery professionals, parents and children and the research informing these processes. The implications for professionals are explored and questions raised, – and recommendations offered, about the environmental, navigation and interpretation skills children will need in the future; how these might be delivered and how such professionals can be recruited, retained and sustained to establish and extend the existing habilitation trainer skill base.    

Paper

Project background and key processes
The need to develop the mobility, independent living and self-care (Habilitation) skills of blind and partially sighted children and young people has been a focus of concern in England for many years. The critical importance of developing standards and training opportunities for those who support such children has been much discussed by involved professionals in the UK for the last twenty years. Service providers and users have presented related concerns to the English government; these concerns focused on an identified, serious, current and worsening shortfall in qualified specialists in this crucial aspect of provision for children and young people. The need to develop training opportunities in this area of work was given added impetus and urgency by the demands on service providers created by the Government’s commitment to the ‘Every Child Matters’ (ECM) Agenda (e.g. DCSF 2009). 

In 2007 the English government signalled its awareness of these needs by deciding to fund a large, three-year, strategic research and development project funded through the Department for Children, Schools and Families  (DCSF). This project, now entering its final year, has been a joint initiative between the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) and the Institute of Education, University of London (IOE). The former is one of the UK’s leading charities supporting people who are blind and partially sighted and the latter has had a long established role in research and the training of teachers of the visually impaired, led by Dr Olga Miller. 

The Mobilty21 project, funded by DCSF, has had two specific aims. First, to develop through collaboration and consultation, a set of prospective National Standards for habilitation work with children and young people(C&YP) in the age range 0-19 years. Second, the project was charged with creating and implementing exemplar-training courses, informed by best practice based on the developed Standards. 

In undertaking the project existing practises, terminology and ways of thinking about how children’s mobility and independence skills can be developed had to be examined. Equally what sort of future skills and strategies and the impact of new technologies children might need had also to be considered. The first process was thus to access such information. A series of reviews of the literature relating to children’s mobility and independence work and the practical skills and practices involved, were undertaken. These drew upon existing curricula from around the world and locally within Local Authorities and their sensory services in the UK. Due attention was paid to the curriculur proposals arising from the Steps to Independence Project published in 2003 (Pavey, Douglas, Mclinden, and McCall (2003); Douglas, Pavey, Mclinden, and McCall,S.(2003).
In parallel to the background review work, a second process was established focused around recruiting a steering group reflecting a mix of current mobility professionals, academics, Heads of Sensory Services (as employers of mobility workers) and related professionals. A third stream of work focused on accessing parents and carers views and a fourth process looked at gathering the views of children and young people who were blind or partially sighted. These last two processes avoided a meetings-based approach in favour of using field-based activities within which the views of parents and their children could, independently of each other, be accessed and captured. 

Developing standards and training through consultation
A key process emerging from these activities was deciding on how to frame and describe what the standards and any emergent courses would be called. Examination of the literature and in particular, the feedback from the various consultations identified a need to differentiate between how adults were supported and how children were supported. ‘Habilitation’ is used in the Standards to indicate that, unlike adults who have acquired blindness through trauma and disease or as part of aging, blind and partially sighted children cannot call upon a lifetime of prior visual experience. Such children have not had access to the implicit and incidental learning provided through the sighted experiences that adults have grown up with prior to their blindness or reduced sight. Children therefore cannot be ‘re-habilitated’ back to strategies that will compensate them for the sighted experience they lack. 
‘Habilitation’ is thus used to emphasise first, the need for a developmentally informed understanding of children’s needs in relation to mobility and independent skills work with children and young people. Second, to indicate that the strategies employed to develop their mobility and independent living and self-help skills are different to those of adults. In addition, adults can themselves, give consent to working with a rehabilitation worker – and can be appraised of and indicate acceptance of, the potential risks of a particular activity. A child or young person is not in the same position, being subject to parental control under English law. Habilitation work with children is thus mediated by parental consent and involvement. As a result different strategies are required for working with children in a family context and in how such children are supervised during habilitation activities.

Consultation processes
Once the steering group and related activities had been initiated a process of extended and reiterative consultation was embarked upon. This was viewed as an integral part of the development of both the course and the new standards because of the need to have the voices of users of habilitation services – children and young people who are blind or partially sighted, and their supporters at the centre of the development process. Consultations have involved active and multiple exchanges with representative bodies, service providers and service users across England. These included; children and young people; parents and carers; organisations representing habilitation specialists; Heads of Sensory Service provision; third sector organisations (e.g. Royal National Institute of Blind, Guide Dogs for Blind Association, SENSE (Representing people who are Deaf-blind); Mobility Independence Specialists in Education (MISE); VIEW (representing those working in the fields of education, welfare and visual impairment); 20/20 Vision (the UK umbrella group for those working with and supporting, people with visual impairments). The choice of steering group members and the concerns already noted by practitioners opened doors to various groups and created extensive and multiple sources of advice and interest.
As a result of these consultative processes a clear picture emerged: it was evident that there were a number of key contexts in which habilitation workers would need to work. As a result the proposed Standards and any courses emerging from them have had to address home, educational and wider public environment contexts and the transitions between them. Given the range of contexts children and young people must access if they are to maximise their mobility and independence, the acquisition of such skills and strategies are necessarily also informed by educational, health and social care dimensions.

The Mobilty21 Project has adopted a 'social pedagogy' way of working in constructing the proposed standards and courses (a 'social pedagogue' is someone who works across home and education to facilitate social inclusion and independence both in educational settings and the wider community). In this respect it draws on a perspective more frequently encountered in Europe than is evident in the UK. However, it is an approach consistent with and supportive of, the drive by the English Government to develop ‘joined-up’ service provision between the various sources of support for children and their families, particularly in the Every Child Matters Agenda (DCSF 2009), and similar developments. The resulting standards framework (now being amended after a second round of consultation) draws on existing standards systems (such as the Specialist Standards for Special Educational Needs (see TDA 2009a) and those for the Mandatory Qualifications for Teachers of Children and Young People with Visual Impairments Status (see TDA 2009b). 
Developing a standards framework and the Standards themselves
Gaining access to the views of the different contributing constituencies involved using a range of strategies, suggesting the need, for those wishing to engage in a similar process in their own jurisdictions, for flexibility and adaptability. These approaches ranged across conventional interview and questionnaire strategies to more activity based approaches such as arranging joint leisure activities for parents and their children during which views and concerns could be captured. Conference presentations and consultation workshops have also been used. To engage with wider standards development related to the sensory needs area, project team members also actively participated in the development of the National Occupational Standards for Sensory Services (Children’s Workforce Development Council-CWDC). Project members are also currently active in the various panels supporting the UK Vision Strategy via the England Oversight Group.
Table 1 summarises the key sections of the standards in their current form. The organisation of these reflects outcomes from the consultation process. These identified purpose, implementation, application and context as key: all issues that need to be considered in the light of the specific legislative, social and support service organisation and practices of a particular jurisdiction. As the table indicates, the standards also needed to define the nature of the work that they related to; the resulting job roles and titles and how these related to existing and other professional roles. Underpinning these issues was the need for professionals to work collaboratively in delivering support for a particular child and their family. Clarity about where responsibilities and the boundaries of those responsibilities lie in this context is clearly important. 

Section 3 of the proposed standards (Table 1) specifies the contexts in which habilitation work may be undertaken – broadly speaking, the home, educational and public environments. These are further developed, employing a child development perspective, in Section 4 to take account of the need to match a child’s development of their skills and strategies to their maturity and stage of development. Assessment of needs and how they might be addressed through the staged use of particular strategies forms part of this section as does a specific focus on a series of key development phases: those of the early years, schooling and college and the transition to adulthood. The outcome statements presented also specify the key skills expected to be evidenced by professionals undertaking habilitation work. These include: observation; assessment; evaluation; collaboration; monitoring; reporting; risk awareness and management; motivational and social interactional skills and the need to take account of family and child cultural, ethnic and social / religious perspectives and practices.
Section 5 of the Standards identify model job roles and job descriptions as a way of exemplifying the range of activities involved in children’s habilitation work and to support employers in characterising and creating such roles in their own services. These are also intended to support services providers (as employers) in establish salary points and the range of responsibilities associated with any posts they have at present or may create in the future.

Table 1
Structure of the proposed National Standards for Habilitation Work 
with Children and Young People (England) 2009
	1.00 Introduction and purpose of the National Standards expressed as Quality Strategic Outcomes

1.01 The nature of visual impairment

1.02 The purpose of the Quality Strategic Outcomes

1.03 Target audience for the Quality Strategic Outcomes

1.04 Organisation of the Quality Strategic Outcomes

1.05 Coverage, definitions and key abbreviations:

2.00 General Principles: impact measures of effective delivery and practice

2.01 Key Habilitation worker roles: the Habilitation Specialist and the Habilitation Assistant

2.02 Habilitation roles compared to those of other VI workers 

2.03 Effective delivery of Habilitation support for children and young people

2.04 Effective Habilitation working practices when working with children and young people

3.00 Key Habilitation contexts

3.01 Habilitation work in the Home Environment

3.02 Habilitation work in Educational Environments

3.03 Habilitation work in Public Environments

4.0 The Quality Standards in Habilitation. 

4.01 Assessment and monitoring of habilitation needs

4.02 Quality strategic outcomes in Assessment

4.03 Habilitation in Early Years provision

4.04 Quality strategic outcomes for Early Years Provision

4.05 Habilitation in the School/College Years

4.06 Quality strategic outcomes for Habilitation in the School/ College Years

4.07 Habilitation in the Transition to Adulthood

4.08 Quality strategic outcomes for Habilitation in the Transition to Adulthood

5.0 Model job descriptions for each habilitation role. 

5.01 The Habilitation Specialist – model job roles and job descriptions

5.02 The Habilitation Assistant - model job roles and job descriptions

5.03 Examples of job roles and specifications 

6.0 The Habilitation Curriculum for Children and Young People – A minimum coverage and entitlement curriculum.

7.0 Development of the standards 
7.01 Standards Development – The Steering Group

7.02 Individuals and organisations involved in the consultations

8.0 Key references and sources



In England at present, there is no agreed habilitation curriculum to inform current mobility, independence and self-care skills training for blind and visually impaired children. Section 6, in the Standards structure, identifies a minimum entitlement curriculum for this work drawing on existing practice from around the world and from within the UK and from the various consultation processes engaged in during the project. 

Concluding comments

Emerging from this project and the current implementation of the Habilitation Standards- as a system of standards and as standards-informed training and continuing professional development courses, are a number of issues. For professionals working in this area there is a need, in a particular jurisdiction, to clarify and identify the role that habilitation work can play in the lives of children and young people who are blind and partially sighted, to see access to such support as an entitlement for children and young people and also to clarify the roles and boundaries of such work as practice. These necessarily need to draw upon the views of children, parents and carers and the other professionals working around the child and family. Consultation and collaboration with those involved is thus crucial. 

Equally important is the need to systematically clarify and characterise the contexts in which Habilitation work will occur. It is also necessary to identify the issues around particular contexts (such as risk auditing and management) and the need to address the social and cultural contexts of children and their families as well as those of the habilitation workers themselves. 

Having a set of national standards establishes a baseline so that provision is consistent and equitable in different parts of the same jurisdiction. With clearly defined expectations of what should be provided, service managers and services can more effectively identify and meet needs by appointing suitably trained and qualified staff.  Establishing career progression (and so retention) for staff is also important. The clear delineation of what a particular job role entails; how progression within that role might be achieved and developed is crucial. 

Over the next nine months the courses developed on the basis of the M21project will be implemented and then evaluated. The project team will be publishing the various reviews and consultations that have been undertaken during the project over the same period (currently in preparation), along with the final working versions of the Standards; these will also be subject to review and evaluation.
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