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Background

In 2002 the Scottish executive embarked on an extensive consultation exercise on the state of school education - the 'National debate on Education'.

The Debate confirmed that a number of features of the present Scottish curriculum are highly valued.  These include the flexibility, which already exists in the system, the commitment to breadth and balance in the curriculum, the quality of teaching and, importantly, the comprehensive principle.

However, there were clear demands for change and improvement: This agenda for change was in terms of greater flexibility and choice in the school curriculum and the need for well-built and well-resourced schools.

In response to the National Debate, Scottish Ministers established the Curriculum Review Group in November 2003 whose task was to identify the values and purposes of education from 3 to 18 and the principles on which curriculum design should be based.  The work of the Review Group resulted in “A Curriculum for Excellence”, published on 1 November 2004. 

Curriculum for Excellence

A Curriculum for Excellence provides explicit statement of the aims of education in Scotland, concepts which have long been implicit.  The purposes of education are to enable all young people to become:
· Successful learners

· Confident individuals

· Responsible citizens

· Effective contributors

The development of these capacities, attributes and capabilities lies at the heart of work on curriculum renewal.

'A Curriculum for Excellence' also established clear principles for curriculum design to provide a framework within which improvements can and should be made. The principles identified - challenges and enjoyment, breadth, progression, depth, personalisation and choice, coherence and relevance - will have different emphases at different stages and as each young person learns and develops.

What is certain is that every child can learn. It is now thirty years since it was published The Warnock Report (1978) ‘When it is considered that a child or young person may require additional or different educational provision, the best approach is to focus on the child's or young person's-needs rather than on the difficulties  which give rise to those needs.’
 It is up to the people who support them through the learning process to strive to ensure that each and every one of them learns at the pace that is most appropriate for them, and to meet their needs in the best possible way.

In Scotland, learning is increasingly about developing the four capacities of the Curriculum for Excellence for all learners including blind and partially sighted pupils, with the emphasis on the development of inclusive establishments.  At the end of their school experience, there is an expectation that all blind and visually impaired learners should have developed the four capacities and be successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible citizens.   These principles should apply at national, education authority, school and individual levels. “A Curriculum for Excellence” established a framework within which improvements in curriculum design may be made.  The purpose of the programme is to improve the learning, attainment and achievement of all children and young people in Scotland. 
For blind and visually impaired pupils this means they should be achieving and attaining in line with national expectations and progressing well in school. They should feel included, and participate in all aspects of school life, as well as having the opportunity to develop a positive identity. This should ensure they are well placed to make positive and challenging choices after they have left school. They should all be able to enter employment, education or training.

Self-evaluation has become increasingly embedded across Scottish education and has contributed well to improving performance and raising attainment and achievement for all learners. The questions schools should ask of themselves are 'How good are we now?' 'How good is our school?' 'How good can we be?'

The Journey to Excellence aims to provide practical support for all schools and early education centres; which are now ready to move the journey for excellence from good to great. 

 This change of perspective from aiming for ‘very good’ to aiming for ‘excellent’ is a sign that the quality culture within Scottish schools has matured, that Scottish education is ready to take self-evaluation to the next level. It means moving the focus from reflection to action.  It is about realising potential and about achieving.  Importantly, "The Journey to Excellence" recognises that the pace of children’s progress is varied and that individual children face different challenges and barriers.  

	The Journey to Excellence has 10 Dimensions



	Dimension 1: Engages young people in the highest quality learning activities
Dimension 2: Focuses on outcomes and maximises success for all learners
Dimension 3: Develops a common vision across children and young people, parents and staff
Dimension 4: Fosters high quality leadership at all levels
Dimension 5: Works in partnerships with other agencies and its community
Dimension 6: Works together with parents to improve learning
Dimension 7: Reflects on its own work and thrives on challenge
Dimension 8: Values and empowers its staff and young people
Dimension 9: Promotes well-being and respect
Dimension 10: Develops a culture of ambition and achievement:




 Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Education (HMIe) has highlighted some excellent practice in Scottish educational provisions. A series of good practice conferences designed to consider implementation of Curriculum for Excellence are planned throughout 2009. The Learning and Teaching Scotland (LTS) website will provide CPD opportunities based on the materials published at these conferences. These materials will help ensure that information and good practice is shared and accessible.  A need was identified for a resource suitable for those supporting blind and visually impaired learners.      

HMIe and the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) Scotland are now planning a joint project entitled “Journey to Excellence:  Improving achievement for Children and Young People who are Blind and Visually Impaired."   Its aims are to prepare developmental materials to improve the educational experiences and outcomes for children and young people who are blind or visually impaired, including those with multiple disabilities and those with other additional support needs.

It is intended to produce development packs for teachers and other staff, which will implement strategies to improve educational practice for blind and visually impaired young people throughout Scotland. 
A committee was formed with representatives from HMIE, RNIB Scotland, the Scottish Sensory Centre (SSC), Edinburgh University and the Royal Blind School (RBS) Edinburgh.  It was decided to focus on four of the dimensions listed in The Journey to Excellence: Dimensions 1, 2, 5 and 6 and some of the themes in each of these dimension.   The themes describe what the best would look like for all learners.  The aim was to help develop the best for blind and visually impaired learners. 
A focus group was formed from people representing all client groups with an interest or professional expertise in this field across Scotland, young people still in education and parents.   The purpose of the focus group was for the members to contribute to developing a shared vision of what best supports blind and visually impaired pupils to achieve in their education. The first meeting of the focus group was held on 4 December 2008.  This group discussed experiences and attempted to identify best practice on the Journey to Excellence.  The focus group sub divided into three groups. Each of the sub groups was invited to focus on one given dimension and its themes and to consider what ‘excellence’ would look like for blind and visually impaired pupils and where ‘excellence’ is happening.  The Dimensions and the accompanying themes are shown below.

	Dimension 1

Engages young people in the highest quality learning activities



	Theme 1:Learning as personal development – meaningful in the lives of children and young people.

.

The significance of relationships, emotions and values in learning; purposeful and stimulating work, promoting learners’ motivation and commitment; enjoyable and satisfying learning.

Theme 2: Promotion of active learning

The use of a wide range of learning and teaching approaches; learners’ willingness and confidence as seekers of new knowledge, understanding and skills; the development of the ability to think, linking new knowledge to what learners already know and can do; many opportunities to respond to open questions; collaborative learning.

Theme 3: Meeting children’s learning needs

An appropriate pace of work; appropriately challenging tasks; support and feedback based on teachers having a thorough knowledge of the understanding and learning needs of individual learners; learners discussing their own ways of learning and their success and progress.




	Dimension 2 Focuses on outcomes maximises success for all pupils



	Theme 1

Planning the outcomes of learning
Curriculum planning for the whole school that successfully achieves the outcomes of a curriculum for excellence; collaborative planning, which takes account of parents’ and pupils’ views; selecting achievable outcomes; taking a learners’ perspective; agreeing and using targets for learning; choosing outcomes to meet individual needs.

Theme 2

Assessing the outcomes of learning

Interactive questioning focused on outcomes; sharing of both outcomes and the basis of teachers’ judgments with learners; use of a wide range of evidence in deciding next steps in learning; timely feedback geared to promoting improvement. 

Theme 3
Reflecting on and recording success based on outcomes

Tracking and recording progress followed by prompt intervention; learners’ ongoing records; children’s awareness of their progress in learning; reflection by teams on how to maximise learning; comparing achieved success with planned success to improve future learning; sharing standards

Theme 4

Reporting on success in achieving outcomes

Information to parents about their children’s progress to date and how to support their future learning; public reporting.



	Dimension 5 Works in partnership with other agencies and its community



	Theme 1: Working with partners to meet the needs of all children and young people
Agreeing aims and objectives; supporting vulnerable young people; effective transition arrangements for all young people; maximising wraparound care, cross-sectoral and out-of-school learning; active engagement of al leaders with key partners.

Theme 2: Multi-agency approaches to improve learning.

Commitment to joint working by all parties; clarity about the distinctive contributions of community groups, professional and voluntary agencies, and the business community; joint training of staff from schools and partner agencies; focus on improvements in young people’s learning and support; minimising barriers to partners’ involvement.




In preparation for this activity the planning group developed a series of statements to facilitate the discussions.

	Your group is asked to think about what the themes in this dimension mean for learners who are blind and visually impaired.

The themes describe what the best would look like for all learners.  We want to develop the best for our learners.

We would like you to describe what the best would look like for all learners.  We want to help develop the best for our learners.

The themes describe what the best would look like for our pupils.

While we may not yet have achieved all aspects of the best at present, we also want to know where we can see aspects of practice which reflect the very best in the country.  We want to use that experience to help achieve improvements for all children and young people who are blind and visually impaired across the country.

We have developed some questions for you to start with, but if there are issues which you think are of importance and you can identify good practice, please add those.  We want to focus on what additional or different approaches we need to use to ensure the best for children and young people who are blind and visually impaired.




Each of the groups were given the following framework to make their responses.

	Engages children and young people in the highest quality learning experiences

	Key question
	What excellence would look like
	Examples of where we might see it.

	How do staff ensure that our learners are motivated, engaged in their learning and have high expectations of themselves?

How do we ensure an appropriate range of activities and experiences that engage our learners?


	
	

	Engages children and young people in the highest quality learning experiences

	Key question
	What excellence would look like
	Examples of where we might see it.

	How do staff consistently promote curiosity, independence and confidence?

How do we ensure that our pupils are actively involved in all aspects of class work, in particular discussion groups?


	
	


The planning group requested specific examples of where we might see examples of practice for possible filming between April 2009 and 2010.

The groups reported back giving many examples of what they felt excellence would look like for them and what they felt excellence would feel like for young people. 

Feed back from this day was comprehensive and very positive and has been used by the planning group to identify three recurring key themes in the Journey to Excellence for visually impaired learners: Access, Independence and Inclusion.

The planning group are now in the process of discussing these themes, making contact with schools and individuals for possible filming and gathering research to support this venture.

   At the conference we intend cascading the responses from the groups and the results from visits to nurseries, schools and colleges.  From the responses and visits we will have a clearer understanding of the contents of the development packs.
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