A Scottish perspective on developing a holistic educational provision for children with profound and complex needs: The Journey to Excellence in Oaklands School, Edinburgh.

Focus: Early intervention: the education of multi disabled children

Topic Area – Developing a holistic approach to accessing Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence
Irene Scullion

Principal Teacher
Oaklands School

750 Ferry Road

Edinburgh

EH4

Scotland

0044 0131 315 8100

Irene.scullion@oaklands.edin.sch.uk
Personal Introduction
I am a Principal Teacher at Oaklands School with responsibility for the Primary Department of the school. I have 22 years teaching experience, 15 of which have been with children who have severe or profound and complex learning difficulties including a visual impairment. I have post graduate qualifications in teaching children with visual impairment and profound and multiple learning difficulties.
Local Authority provision

In Scotland, there has been increasing support for children with a visual impairment over the last twenty years. The Additional Support for Learning Act (2004), (ASL), gives a broader planning framework to meet the needs of these children. The Act required education authorities to collaborate with other agencies in order to provide the additional support any pupil might need to fully access the education system. More details about the specific documents used in the planning can be accessed at

http://www.opsi.gov.uk/legislation/scotland/acts2004/asp_20040004_en_1 .
Only about 1% of pupils in Scotland are educated in special schools as mainstream placement is the assumed placement of all children unless the local authority considers such provision to be unsuitable.(1)
The City of Edinburgh provides a framework of support and specialist services to allow children to be educated in mainstream schools as far as it is possible. Specialist provision is made for children with multiple disabilities and a visual impairment in two local authority special schools and The Royal Blind School.
Oaklands School
Oaklands School provides education for 48 children and young people with severe or profound complex learning difficulties from 3-18 years. This includes pupils with significant physical and motor impairment and pupils with sensory processing difficulties.

The school moved to a new site at the end of December 2006 and facilities available in the new building include a hydrotherapy pool, multi-sensory room, soft play room and dedicated music, drama and expressive arts rooms. An overhead moving and handling system means that all rooms are accessible for children in wheelchairs. Much care was taken to make the physical environment suitable for the visually impaired.
The school has a large transdisciplinary team comprising teaching staff, nursery nurses, learning assistants, speech and language therapists, occupational and physiotherapists, nursing and dental staff. The school also draws support from the Visiting Teaching and Support Services. Consultant paediatric clinicians also have clinics at the school including ophthalmologists, optometrist and school doctor. 

A Curriculum for Excellence
A review of the curriculum in Scotland began in 2004 and the resulting ‘A Curriculum for Excellence’ was published. It sets out values, purposes and principles for the curriculum 3-18 for all children and young people. It aims to provide a more flexible and enriched curriculum which is focused on the needs of children and young people and is designed to enable them to develop the four capacities: effective contributors, successful learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens at every stage of their learning. 

In Oaklands School, the principles of the ‘Curriculum for Excellence’ underpin all of the curricular activities in which the pupils participate. We use nationally recognised curricular programmes throughout the school. Senior pupils in the secondary achieve externally moderated certificates at all levels of ability. 

A sensory approach is used by the staff in Oaklands to enable pupils with multiple disabilities and a visual impairment (MDVI), to follow the same curricular programmes as their peers, offering a wide range of experiences through communication, personal and social development, information technology, expressive arts, home economics, science, hydrotherapy and movement. These experiences are supported by individual therapy and sensory stimulation programmes. 

In the primary department pupils with MDVI spend most of their day in a classroom which has been designed to stimulate and develop all of their senses while also providing a familiar and secure environment. Pupils progress at their own pace within sessions which are carefully structured to enable them to take an active part in their own learning while also allowing sufficient time for staff working with them to help each pupil reflect on their achievements within that session. 

In the Secondary department, pupils arrive into register classes according to age, and then move into curricular groupings which suit their individual learning styles. Pupils with MDVI follow a structured, multi-sensory curriculum tailored to their individual needs. There are a number of Secondary specific environments, such as an assisted daily living (ADL) unit with switch operated equipment and a dedicated Home Economics room which allow pupils with MDVI to experience safe and well planned working environments suitable to their needs.
Interaction with the outside world begins in the nursery with safe and secure exploration of the outside school environment and local community visits and may culminate in the secondary with appropriate recreational courses at a local college.
Oaklands School has fostered close links with local mainstream schools in addition to other special schools. Pupils from neighbouring secondary schools help in classrooms working with the children so that relationships may be developed for the benefit of all pupils.

Process in developing the policy

For our school and possibly for many others like it, there is a need to be absolutely certain that the provision for all of the children meets their needs. In a school designated for the blind and visually impaired, it is a given that the provision and policies are designed to fit the needs of visually impaired pupils. This is not necessarily the case for other special schools. Where there are pupils with complex disabilities, an additional visual impairment might seem to make little difference to the overall care provision needed for them.

As I discovered when having conversations with head teachers of special schools, they had misgivings about their own provision for these children and were in agreement about the usefulness of having a guidance policy document that could act as a checklist and provide additional information for staff and parent/carers. I also consulted colleagues at the Royal Blind School and academics at the Scottish Sensory Centre in Edinburgh University.
Originally my thoughts were that we should develop a sensory curriculum policy but it became clear what was required, within the school, was a policy to ensure that the support needs of pupils with visual impairment are recognised and delivered.
Children with MDVI need to have a small number of staff working with them so that close relationships can be developed over time which will allow staff to become more familiar with the often very subtle communicative and visual responses produced by individual children with very profound disabilities. (2) Trying to ensure that this happens in a busy school is quite a challenge but it is really important that it is put in place.

A definition of multiple disabilities was of pivotal importance when attempting to write a policy for a very specific group of pupils. There would seem to be a good deal of confusion when referring to children with disabilities especially when multiple disabilities are involved.
In Scotland the term Profound and Complex Learning Difficulties is used to refer to children who have profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD), MDVI or / and sensory processing impairments.

There is a great deal written about provision for children with MDVI but there is no agreed definition of multiple disabilities as they are not a homogeneous group.
In our policy document MDVI refers to children with multiple disabilities which include severe or profound learning disabilities, complex health conditions and a visual impairment.
I felt that a detailed explanation of cerebral or cortical visual impairment and its implications was an important section in the policy both for parents and staff. 
Key aspects of policy

Assessments – a holistic approach
The building of strong relationships with parents from the earliest stages beginning with 0-3 year olds in the playgroup, through the Bright Start nursery and onwards into school is very important to all the staff in Oaklands.
Parental involvement in assessments at every stage of their child’s development is vital and having access to therapists and nurses on site has made transitions from community care to school provision much smoother.
There are separate sections in the policy covering the different assessments undertaken at the school.

Assessments are ongoing and the information gained is used to inform staff of the child’s support needs and assist in determining the targets set at the pupil’s annual review.
The policy contains sections which explain the different assessments. For children with cerebral visual impairment (CVI), having functional vision assessments undertaken at school in a familiar environment by familiar people means less stress for the child (and parents) and a greater likelihood of accuracy. 

Staff at Oaklands are trained to observe children closely and record how they respond visually during the day to different experiences and these observations play an important part in understanding how well a child with CVI sees.

The results of assessments are shared between members of the transdisciplinary team i.e. class teacher, support staff, VTSS, therapists, health team and parents / carers. Parents / carers receive annual written reports from the transdisciplinary team. 

When a child moves on through the school, or into another school or post-school setting, staff ensure information regarding the child is shared and the transition is carefully planned and implemented.
Mobility
Many of the children with MDVI participate in the MOVE programme, Mobility Opportunities via Education. This programme was written and piloted in the United States and is designed to teach children with disabilities the basic functional motor skills needed for adult life.
For MOVE to be successful, parents, school staff and the physiotherapist work together to assess the child and create targets which are then incorporated into the child’s IEP. The school’s purpose built hydrotherapy pool is accessed by pupils with MDVI through structured physiotherapy sessions.

Communication
At Oaklands, the development of communication skills is of paramount importance to help enable all of the pupils to access other areas of the curriculum and allow social inclusion in school, at home and in the wider world.

The class teacher will work with the speech and language therapist, support staff and the child’s parents to complete assessments to establish how the child communicates and what aids need to be put in place to aid progression.
The pupils with MDVI experience song cues, object signifiers and on - body signing used together to help them to begin to build an awareness of the sequence of daily activities.

This Total Communication Environment is used throughout the school, is explained to parents in a separate document and they are encouraged to continue its use at home.
We base our signing systems on pupils’ natural gestures, as well as on-body signs which include Canaan-Barrie signs (3) and the Signalong system. (4)
Self Help Skills

Most children with complex needs have eating and drinking difficulties related to their early developmental levels and visual impairments.
The occupational therapist can be involved with any of the pupils’ daily activities including dressing, eating and drinking, play and in particular in a school setting accessing the curriculum. She may work to develop the underlying skills to carry out these activities or the activities themselves.

When working with pupils with MDVI the occupational therapist works closely with everyone who knows them well including parents, teachers, physiotherapists and speech and language therapists for assessment, target setting and direct work. 

Role of the Health Team

In Oaklands, there is a highly qualified nursing team in school to administer medication and advise staff of individual pupil’s medical needs. They are involved in child health screening for these pupils.

For the parents / carers of pupils with MDVI, the nursing team provide a service which includes liaising with, advising and supporting parents about concerns with their child’s health including immunisations, providing advice about and organising continence support and liaising with the community learning disability nurses. 

Developing the Transdisciplinary Team

In Oaklands School all educational, therapy and medical staff undertake regular and continuous training in visual impairment which may involve studying for nationally recognised qualifications or attending short courses offered by outside agencies or specialist staff within the Education Authority or Health Board.

The benefits of the policy

I believe that writing a guidance policy, for pupils with MDVI within a special school, which outlines everything that needs to be in place in order that they can begin to access an appropriate curriculum, is a necessary and worthwhile task.

The legislative requirements and the introduction of Co-ordinated Support Plans have brought with them the duty to provide detailed support provision for all children who meet the criteria. Children with MDVI will always be within that group and schools will have to examine their policies closely to ensure that provision is met.

The policy is intended to be read by anyone who has an interest in how pupils with MDVI whose multiple disabilities include global developmental delay, severe or profound cognitive impairment, communication difficulties, sensory processing impairment, physical disabilities and complex health needs will have their requirements met in order that they will have access to an appropriate education. 

It is read in Oaklands School by parents / carers, teachers, support staff, therapists and health professionals. It is used as evidence of provision for school inspectors, tribunals and visiting teachers with an interest in children with multiple disabilities.

It may also be read by professionals in other schools who have a similar pupil group and are auditing their own provision.

It has lead to a greater understanding of what we are trying to achieve in school for our pupils with MDVI; it also means that we have a yardstick for measurement by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Education when they are in school.
It is also proving helpful in assuring parents of potential pupils that we can fully support the physical, social, sensory and educational needs of their children with MDVI.

Future developments

The policy will need to be kept under review and be updated at regular intervals to ensure that its objectives are being achieved.
Oaklands School audits the school environment and provision through the use of auditing checklists (5) and an audit plan is in development to test the achievement of the policy’s objective. 
Conclusion
The transdisciplinary approach to providing the support which meets the educational needs of pupils with MDVI has produced significant benefits within Oaklands School. We at Oaklands School would be delighted to assist any other school wishing to develop a similar approach.
The policy document can be found at –  www.oaklands.ik.org 
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