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About NCBI
NCBI (National Council for the Blind of Ireland) is Ireland’s national
sight loss agency. Our mission is to transform the lives of people who
are blind or vision impaired so they can live confidently and
independently. At NCBI, we believe people who are blind or vision
impaired should have the same opportunities, rights and choices as
others to fully participate in society.
NCBI has a dedicated service for children and young people with
vision loss that works to reduce the impact of vision loss on early
development, learning and independence skills. Census 2016 figures
show that since 2011, there has been a 20% increase in the number
of children with vision impairment, which equates to 4,701 children of
school-going age. An increasing number of children and their families
are supported by NCBI each year, including 1,225 supported in 2021.

Methodology
Data sources
Every effort has been made during the completion of this review to
collect accurate and timely data. However, there is an overall gap in
timely data collection and publishing by state bodies related to
students with vision impairment.
Hence the first recommendation of this report is for the Department of
Education to gather more data to support evidence based decisions
into the future.
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Focus Groups
Focus groups were undertaken with staff, parents and young people in
March 2022. In total, 38 people were interviewed during these focus
groups. Quotes from these focus groups are highlighted throughout
the report.

Summary of
recommendations
One of the key overarching recommendations based on the
experiences of NCBI in engaging with families is the requirement to
improve the quality of data available on the prevalence of children with
visual impairment, their access to educational support services and
the evidence to demonstrate present supports are sufficient to ensure
better educational outcomes and achievement.
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Access to Learning
Establish a database on the availability and delay of schoolbooks
in accessible formats at beginning of each school year with the
availability of learning materials as a KPI within the Department of
Education on the timeline of delivery.
Review of RACE that is centred on the experiences of children
with vision impairments and their families.
Review the criteria for access to supports in line with a functional
impact approach to ensure students have access to appropriate
supports to support their learning e.g. children with cortical vision
impairment or neurological vision impairment.
Introduce standard practices for disability and/or access officers
across further and higher education to ensure that students in all
areas of tertiary education have the same supports available
irrespective of which education institution they attend.
Review of SUSI eligibility criteria to provide support for students
who are blind or vision impaired studying on a part-time basis.
Establishment of a review group with representations from all
bodies under the aegis of the state in both the Department of
Education and the Department of Further and Higher Education,
Research, Innovation and Science to ensure that all barriers for
children and young people with sight loss are removed.
Learning to Access
Address the deficits in the provision of assistive technology and
access skills to learning through the introduction of formalised
procedures for individualised assessments and training to support
optimum use of technology to support learning.
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Additional Specialist Curriculum Needs
Introduce integrated approach to the core and additional
curriculum needs of children with vision impairment in line with
international best practice.
A flexible model of summer provision to facilitate the additional
learning requirements, both academic and non-academic.

Transitions
Develop school transitioning protocols determining and agreeing
content and the delivery of comprehensive transitional plans for
children who are blind or vision impaired when transitioning from
early years settings to primary to post-primary to tertiary levels as
well as between schools and into the workplace. These early
intervention supports must be timely to support these transitions.
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Additional Skill Areas
Safe and Independent travel
Fund the introduction of dedicated resources nationwide, similar to
those in the south of the country, to deliver orientation and mobility
supports for children and young people.
Self-Advocacy
Agree to a formal process of engagement with students to ensure
that their experiences influence positive change.
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Introduction
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states: “Education
should be directed at developing the child’s personality and talents;
preparing the child for active life as an adult; fostering respect for
basic human rights; developing respect for the child’s own cultural and
national values and those of others; and developing respect for the
natural environment”.
This report is focused on strategic developments required to support
children and young people who are blind or vision impaired to become
independent active agents in their futures. It recognises the need to
focus actions to support the building of future skills requirements and
achieving the overarching goal to create an education system that
supports students to reach their full potential.
At the launch of the school inclusion model in March 2019, then
Minister for Education, Joe McHugh, stated: “Quality outcomes and
meaningful inclusion for children with additional needs are achieved by
having quality school staff including teachers and special needs
assistants, effective leadership, parental involvement and welldeveloped policy and practice in schools".
Legislative changes such as the Education Act 1998 and ESPEN Act
2004 have led to systematic supports for children with disabilities
which is to be welcomed. However, the interpretation and
implementation of the legislation is where challenges can and often do
arise. For the best outcomes for children with a vision impairment, all
arms of the State must be interacting with each other in the spirit of
cooperation and collaboration.

8

The Department of Education Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023
states that the vision for the Irish Education system is one “where
every child and young person feels valued and is actively supported
and nurtured to reach their full potential”.
The Department of Education Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023
outlines the following goals:
Goal One: Support the provision of high-quality education and
improve the learning experience to meet the needs of all students,
in schools and early years settings.
Goal Two: Ensure equity of opportunity in education and that all
students are supported to fulfil their potential.
Goal Three: Together with our partners, provide strategic
leadership and support for the delivery of the right systems and
infrastructure for the sector.
Similar themes are clear within the Department of Further and Higher
Education, Research, Innovation and Science Statement of Strategy
2021 – 2023. The strategic goals of talent and inclusion are of
particular importance for young people who are blind or vision
impaired however, the goals of governance and capacity ensure the
eco-system supporting their education is possible of meeting the first
two goals.
These clear commitments are welcomed and are key to ensuring that
children and young people receive high quality education in a
supportive and inclusive environment. Both Departments’ Statement of
Strategy rightly recognises the importance of working with strategic
partners to deliver the systems and structures needed to create a
high-quality educational experience for children and young people.
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Many of the actions outlined within each strategy set out to meet the
needs of children and young people with disabilities. While these
action points are quite broad and would have a positive impact on the
educational experience of children and young people, for those living
with sight loss, it is yet to be fully realised. This report will highlight
areas where the actions have yet to be fully realised to meet those
three goals.

What is vision
impairment?
The spectrum of vision impairment ranges from total blindness to low
vision and the needs of the individuals are within an equally broad
spectrum, e.g. nonvisual learning methods to enhancements of vision.
The one feature that all students with vision impairment share is the
reduced or limited ability to learn incidentally from their environment.
Vision is the sense through which children learn the most about their
world. It is used for both gathering information nearby e.g. what can be
touched and at a distance e.g. beyond arm’s reach. For young
children whose vision is developing, typically, 80 to 90 percent of what
they learn about the world comes to them through vision.

10

Children with vision impairment can be negatively impacted across the
normal sequencing of learning, particularly in social, motor, and
cognitive developmental areas and therefore require specific supports
to compensate. And contrary to the general perception that other
senses automatically compensate for lack of vision, the senses of
touch and hearing need to be developed and taught to be effective
information channels.
Some key challenges faced by children and young people with a
vision impairment in an educational setting include:
Movement between classes and navigating new buildings,
Identifying the placement of objects, papers, materials etc on a
desk,
Access to and viewing the white board or other printed materials,
Not being able to focus on objects or follow them for long periods
of time,
Making and maintaining new friendships,
Use of assistive technology including set up and packing away,
Reading aloud in class,
Participation in all teaching, learning and social activities due to
non-inclusive design,
Participating in physical activity,
Unclear instruction e.g. hang up your coat without directing the
child to the designated area
Missed time due to medical appointments etc,
Being viewed as different by peers,
Communication needs and information about one’s vision
impairment.
Vision impairment continues to impact on learning, movement, and
social relationships throughout childhood and into adulthood.
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Current educational supports
available to students with vision
impairment?
Classified as a low incidence disability within education, the
educational supports for students with vision impairment include the
Visiting Teacher Service, Special Education Teachers, Special Needs
Assistants, Assistive Technology scheme, RACE and Summer
Provision. Designation for the supports available is dependent on the
child’s individual needs as identified through the Continuum of Support
Framework. While the allocation model for SEN (Special Educational
Needs) supports no longer requires a diagnosis, the support available
through the Visiting Teacher Service can be requested through a
referral however, it does still require a formal and up-to-date
ophthalmology report to accompany the referral[1].
Other bodies of significance to students with vision impairment under
the aegis of the Department of Education and Skills include the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), State
Examinations Commission, the National Educational Psychological
Service (NEPS) which provides educational psychology services to
schools; and the National Council for Special Education, which
includes the Visiting Teachers for Children with Hearing and Visual
Impairments (VTHVI) service and advises on matters in relation to the
education of children with disabilities and additional needs.
It is important to note that the approach to service delivery within
disability services or special education for students with higherincidence prevalence rate do not always effectively apply to services
for students from lower-incidence disability populations, in this
instance students with vision impairment.
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[1] VTHVI_Brochure.pdf (sess.ie)

The specific requirements of students with vision impairment relate to
access to learning as well as learning compensatory skills as opposed
to behavioural support or care needs. Where the unique
compensatory skills need of a child or young person with a vision
impairment are not being met, the Department of Education is failing
to achieve its own goals as per the Statement of Strategy 2021 -2023
of providing high quality education that meet the needs of all students
and of supporting all students to fulfil their potential.

“Since the new allocation model was introduced in
2017 things have gotten more difficult as all of the
resources are focused on that inclusion model and
that model doesn’t suit all children with vision
impairment. The 1:1 support time that my child
received was reduced and took 9 months of fighting
to get the hours back but that means that another
child loses out. The current model appears to be
that the levels of support available depends on the
parents ability to fight for their child. That just
should not be the case.”
- Quote from parent
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In the tertiary education sector, the supports available to students with
sight loss can vary depending on the type of education provider you
attend and the type of course you are studying. The main support
available to students is the Student Grant Scheme which is available
to students across further and higher education once the student is
attending an approved course in an approved institution. The Student
Grant Scheme is administered by the Student Universal Support
Ireland (SUSI).
In the Higher Education Sector, the Higher Education Authority (HEA)
is responsible for the implementation of the Fund for Students with
Disabilities and the Student Assistance Fund. Again, these funds are
available to approved institutions rather than all institutions. The HEA
are also responsible for the development of the National Plan for
Equity of Access to Higher Education (NAP) which has set targets to
increase participation in higher education by people with disabilities.
Within the further education sector, SOLAS is responsible for the
implementation of the Fund for Students with Disabilities. Additionally,
a framework for Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for the further
education and training sector has been launched which aims to reduce
obstacles to learning by considering the needs of learners of diverse
backgrounds and abilities.
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Access to learning
The Department of Education Strategic Action Plan 2021 – 2023,
states they will “develop appropriate structures and build capacity to
ensure education policy development and implementation is
underpinned by strong evidence, research and evaluation which is
outcomes focused and cognisant of best international practice”. It is on
this basis that we have outlined sections below seeking action on the
following:
Address the issues in accessing the core academic curriculum
Address the deficits in the provision of assistive technology and
access to learning,
Recognise the additional specialist curriculum needs for children
with vision impairment,
Address the need for comprehensive and meaningful transition
planning for children who are blind or vision impaired.
Children with vision impairment are at risk of not achieving their full
learning potential if adequate and consistent instruction in the use of
tools and strategies are lacking. This means the Department of
Education is not only falling short in meeting its own goal, but also
failing to uphold the child’s right to education as agreed nationally and
internationally through the UNCRC.
“If they appear like they are getting on ok, they do not get support they
need. They need to be failing to get support.” – Quote from parent of a
child in Post Primary Education. However, similar comments were
made by other parents with children in primary education.
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The role of the Visiting Teacher Service is key to ensuring a child with
a vision impairment has access to the academic curriculum directly
and through supporting school skills development for a child with a
vision impairment. As of March 2020, there are 43 Visiting Teachers
across the 10 NCSE regional teams [2] with 15 providing supports for
children and young people with a vision impairment.
Access to learning is the cornerstone of success in education and for
children with vision impairment there are a number of aspects to
ensure its success:
the timely availability of the accessible curriculum materials
the availability of the required assistive technology (AT)
the skills to effectively and efficiently use the technology
The latter two points are covered in the next section ‘Learning to
Access’ however, the curriculum materials is discussed below.
In our focus groups, there was continuous citing by both students and
their parents of the ongoing challenge in timely and sufficient access
to curriculum materials in appropriate formats. This has been brought
to the attention of both the department and NSCE on various
occasions and yet it does not appear to have been addressed. This is
one of the many key elements that needs to be addressed urgently to
ensure the Department is achieving its goals of ensuring high quality
education in an equitable manner for students with a vision
impairment.
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[2] Special Educational Needs: 10 Mar 2022: Written answers (KildareStreet.com)

Parents expressed deep frustration that their children were waiting
months to access schoolbooks. This was an issue raised previously by
NCBI in 2018 based on a survey of parents where only 46% of
respondents were in receipt of their books at the start of the year and
some children completed the school year without access to all their
books.

“The delay in getting access to the Braille books and assistive
technology for my child caused extreme stress for our child and our
family” – Quote from parent of a child in post-primary education.
The following issues identified by post primary students point to areas
where the Department is failing to provide high quality education in an
inclusive manner and therefore is not meeting the needs of students
living with sight loss. These include:
Timetabling issues in the provision of additional teaching hours
which results in students being offered support in subjects that are
not their priority subjects for support. Examples of where students
are being supported by teachers with no knowledge of the subject
area. On paper, it appears as if the student is receiving additional
support but in reality, the focus is not on the subject(s) where it is
required or is not to the level of learning required.
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Individualised responses to the teaching and learning methods of
students calls for more flexible and innovative approaches. Each
student with sight loss has a different experience and different
requirements. Goal 2 of the Department’s Statement of Strategy
states that there should be equity of opportunities for all students
to fulfil their potential. However, the current one-size-fits all
approach does not meet that objective.
Access to the mathematics curriculum is particularly difficult for
braille learners and needs a specialist input. Curriculum
development for non-visual learners needs to be considered
particularly given the importance of maths for further study. This
has been exacerbated by recent curriculum development.
Developing accessible subject based materials for Braille learners
requires expertise that is lacking in many schools and therefore
impacts on the students' ability to achieve their potential.
Other subjects which are problematic in terms of access are
science subjects, Irish, Music and PE. Frequently students cite
decisions made at earlier stages in their education about what
subjects are taken, or the level they are taken, based on access to
curriculum and difficulties in getting support, which impact
significantly on career choices later.
Inaccessible format of materials is frequently cited by students as
an issue which creates a dependency on others for access and
prevents independent learning. Meeting the needs of all students
in an inclusive learning environment requires all students to be
able to access the materials. This is a basic provision, but it is
regularly highlighted as an issue by students with a vision
impairment.
Transition pathways from post-primary need to be individually
supported with a future planning focus. This is detailed in the
‘Transitions’ sections below.
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Lack of access to modified mock exam papers creates an inequity
in terms of preparation for exams. Some students reported to
NCBI that it took a considerable amount of time for them to receive
access to the modified exam papers which further delayed their
ability to prepare for exams. While others reported not receiving
clear responses from school staff and the State Examinations
Commission when they highlighted the different types of
modifications that were available to some students with a vision
impairment and not to others e.g. some students reported not
being able to receive large print exam papers on a4 pages and
they had to use a3 pages which are much more difficult to
navigate on small desks whereas, other students were given large
print exam papers on a4 paper.
Lack of understanding by schools in terms of entitlements and
choices e.g., RACE, SEN etc.
NCBI is concerned that Reasonable Accommodations for Certificate
Examinations (RACE) is not meeting the needs of children and young
people with vision impairment effectively. In 2000, the Expert Advisory
Group on Certificate Examinations reported to the then Minister for
Education and Skills that “There would appear to be a lack of
awareness in some schools about the needs of candidates requiring
special arrangements, as well as inadequate facilities to prepare
candidates for examinations” [3].
This was identified in a report published in January 2000 and remains
an issue for children and young people with a vision impairment over
20 years later. This again highlights the State's failings to ensure that
all students have equity of opportunity to reach their full potential.

[3] Expert Advisory Group on Certificate Examinations (assets.gov.ie)
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“For the Sraith Pictiúr in the Irish oral examination, there are 20 sets of
5 pictures and during the oral exam, one of the sets is presented to
the student and they are asked to describe what is happening in those
5 pictures. I can’t see those pictures so that wouldn’t work for me. The
alternative that I was given was to memorise 120 paragraphs in
English and then translate them into Irish to describe the 5 pictures
that are selected for me during my Oral exam but in other schools,
other students with a vision impairment were being offered the options
to do either one extra poem or have one extra minute of conversation
during their oral exam rather than having to do the Sraith Pictiúr.
Either of which I would be delighted to do but they are not options for
me.” – quote from a 5th year student preparing for their Leaving
Certificate.
It is clear that the entire system supporting RACE within schools
requires a full review with the experiences of children and young
people at the core of the process. This is essential to ensure the voice
of the child or young person is heard as is their right under the
UNCRC, and to ensure that learnings and future decisions are based
on lived experiences of the people impacted.
“I wasn’t told about any of the accommodations available to me
throughout secondary school” – Quote from a third level student.
Minister Foley and the Department of Education have recently
announced a series of reforms for the Leaving Certificate which are
due to be piloted in 2024. These long-awaited reforms aim to reduce
the pressure felt by students when preparing for the Leaving
Certificate by introducing teacher-based assessments and reducing
the reliance on the final exam element. These reforms must enable
students who are blind or vision impaired to thrive by addressing the
barriers faced by young people with a vision impairment during senior
cycle. This is an opportunity for the Department of Education,
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The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) and the
State Examinations Commission (SEC) to ensure accessibility is in all
components of the reform package to guarantee no student living with
sight loss is disadvantaged.
Third level institutions with full time Disability and Access Officers play
a key role in supporting students with disabilities in third level
education. The supports offered through disability and access offices
in third level institutions can vary depending on the student and the
institution. Some of the possible supports include access to assistive
technology, reader services, time extensions in exams/assessments
and separate examination rooms [4]. There is also the opportunity to
access lecture notes in advance or recorded lectures. However,
students have told us that they have found it difficult to get these
supports at times. There are discrepancies in resources available to
these services across the tertiary sector.
Issues such as inaccessible learning management systems and
availability of learning materials in advance are key issues that need to
be addressed within the tertiary education sector. The Fund for
Students with Disabilities (FSD) continues to be an important source
of financial supports for students in further and higher education. The
purpose of the FSD is to provide resources to higher education
institutions for the delivery of key services and supports for students
with disabilities on full-time and part-time courses [5].
[4] Types of Supports by Disability - AHEAD
[5] FSD-Guidelines_2021-22-_Final.pdf (hea.ie)
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As highlighted above the main financial support available for students
with disabilities in tertiary education is the Student Grant Scheme.
SUSI is a vital support for many students to help to meet the costs
associated with attending education. However, students who attend
tertiary education on a part-time basis do not qualify for SUSI and this
is a significant challenge for students with disabilities as part-time
courses can provide flexibility that is not available in full-time
education. Part-time education is the choice for many students with
sight loss to help reduce difficulties faced with external factors such as
infrequent public transport and continuing to access healthcare on a
regular basis.
Within the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research,
Innovation and Science Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023 the
second goal of the Inclusion theme is to “facilitate the provision of
supports with a particular focus on vulnerable learners,
underrepresented groups and the most marginalised, to enable people
to engage and stay with learning, consistently addressing a wide
range of needs and recognising the importance of mental health and
wellbeing”. However, the current models of support through
inconsistent supports available within disability/access offices and the
SUSI eligibility criteria fall short of meeting this goal for students living
with sight loss.
“I’m studying part-time because I find it suits me better and when I
tried to get SUSI, I was told I didn’t qualify. It just says to me that the
Department don’t care about me getting my qualification in the way
that works best for me.” – quote from a student in tertiary education.
“When I asked my tutor for access to an iPad so I could have the
notes in front of me when we were out on field trips, I was told that
wasn’t possible. Thankfully NCBI contacted my college, and they were
able to sort it out so I now have an iPad and it makes my experience
so much better.” – quote from a student in tertiary education

22

The rollout of the Bookshare platform has helped reduce the barriers
faced by students in third level education in accessing their learning
materials however, there are additional concerns that are not resolved
through Bookshare to support young people in third level education.
These include issues that Access and Disability Officers can help to
address when available.
Many students speak of the tremendous support of class teachers,
lecturers and other support staff who go over and above to support
them to achieve their potential. The goodwill of teachers, lecturers,
and other support staff, both academic and non-academic, is an asset
to be harnessed and supported as these staff are frequently struggling
without the adequate information or know how to support students
living with sight loss.
As highlighted previously, there are a variety of state bodies that play
a role, either directly or indirectly, in the educational experience of a
child or young person with a vision impairment. All these bodies under
the aegis of the State in both the Department of Education and the
Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation
and Science need to be working together to ensure that all barriers for
children and young people with sight loss are removed.
“Providing strategic leadership and support for the delivery of the right
systems and infrastructure for the sector”, as outlined in the
Department of Education Statement of Strategy and the “Fit for
Purpose” goal of the Department of Further and Higher Education,
Research and Innovation Statement of Strategy could be addressed
by establishing relevant cross representative and departmental groups
to ensure the systems and supports available are meeting the needs
of children and young people with vision impairment.
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Recommendations:
Establish a database on the availability and delay of schoolbooks
in accessible formats at beginning of each school year with the
availability of learning materials as a KPI within the Department of
Education.
Review of RACE that is centred on the experiences of children
with vision impairments and their families.
Review the criteria for access to supports in line with a functional
impact approach to ensure students have access to appropriate
supports for their learning e.g. large print, contrast, Braille
materials.
Introduce standard practices for Disability and/or Access Officers
across further and higher education to ensure that students in all
areas of tertiary education have the same supports available
irrespective of which education institution they attend.
Review of SUSI eligibility criteria to provide support for students
who are blind or vision impaired studying on a part-time basis.
Establishment of a review group with representations from all
bodies under the aegis of the state in both the Department of
Education and the Department of Further and Higher Education,
Research, Innovation and Science to ensure that all barriers for
children and young people with sight loss are removed.
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Learning to access
Having access to the learning and the curriculum is only one side of
the coin. The other side relates to the availability of the required
assistive technology and the skills and supports required to allow
students to access and manage their learning materials with ease,
efficiency, and as independently as possible. Both are required for
students with a vision impairment to ensure the Department is
supporting the child’s right to education.
Individualised assessments should be the foundation on which IT skills
are built and should not solely be device specific. The current
emphasis on functional as opposed to future proofing their use of
technology is needlessly creating difficulties for students further on in
their education and is not conducive to optimum outcomes and,
therefore, is falling short of the commitment contained within the
Department of Education Statement of Strategy to ensure equity of
opportunity in education and that all students are supported to fulfil
their potential. It is imperative that students receive individualised
technology assessments, sufficient training and regular reviews,
across all levels of education, so to ensure that correct supports are in
place for students when either their needs or vision changes.
“Assistive technology is provided but the assessments are not always
effective. My child is allocated technology that doesn’t meet their
needs and they don’t receive proper training in how to use it.” – Quote
from parent.
“When I went to college, I went to the technology officer and they
didn’t know what types of Assistive Technology existed for people with
a vision impairment. I knew my needs and knew the different types of
technology that I needed but if I didn’t, I wouldn’t have received
appropriate support” – Quote from a third level student.
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NCBI provides considerable amount of support in this area with
children and young people in education from assessment, training,
and technical support at the request of students, parents, teachers,
and schools along with the Visiting Teacher service. This support is
provided without any formal protocols between NCBI and the
Department or state agencies in place. This can lead to an
inconsistent baseline of supports for children as it is dependent on
self-referrals rather than a systematic process for such meaningful
supports. Interventions in this area can and should be planned for
through the introduction of a formal process across the education
sector.
Recommendations:
Address the deficits in the provision of assistive technology and
access to learning through the introduction of formalised
procedures for individualised assessments and training for
optimum use of technology to support learning.
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Additional specialist curriculum
needs
There are several content areas in which students who are blind or
visually impaired require direct, systematic instruction in order to
compensate for the challenges they face when learning these skills
independently through observation, imitation, and incidental visual
experience.
The NCSE recognition that “measures of social competence and life
skills should be included with academic outcomes,” [6] is so vitally
important to children who cannot learn many of these skills via the
incidental learning processes of other children and concurs with the
NCBI position of an inclusive educational experience, however this
broad inclusive approach is not visible or present in the NCSE Visiting
Teacher approach with little or no focus on social competence and life
skills such as O&M.
In 2022, a framework for the delivery of a specialist curriculum for
Children and Young People with Vision Impairment was introduced in
the UK [7] to ensure unity of approach, similar to the curriculum that
has been operating is the US for years. It is based on elements of
specialist skill development, interventions, and best practice support to
promote equity, inclusion and personal agency for children and young
people with vision impairment.
The framework outlines 11 teaching areas:
Facilitating an Inclusive World
Sensory Development
Communication
Literacy

[6] Supporting Students with Special Educational Needs in Schools (ncse.ie)
[7] Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (CFVI)
- RNIB - See differently
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Habilitation: Orientation and Mobility
Habilitation: Independent Living Skills
Accessing information
Technology
Health: Social, Emotional, Mental and Physical Wellbeing
Social, Sports and Leisure
Preparing for Adulthood
NCBI is concerned that the present continued separation between
what is regarded as academic and non-academic need in the Irish
context is not serving the needs of children with vision impairment.
The international evidence shows, both in UK and US[8][9][10], that
children with vision impairment who have access to the systematic
learning of key areas of independence skills along with access to the
curriculum fare better in terms of successfully transitioning from
education.
The classroom teacher clearly has front-line responsibility for teaching
and learning but input and advice from both the NCBI and the Visiting
Teacher service can support the work of the teacher in the same way
support is available from SET teachers and SNAs where applicable.
“NCBI staff met with staff in pre-school to give tips to teachers on how
to include their child in overall pre-school experience. Using different
type of floor mats so the child knows that area of the room they are in,
guiding the child’s hand to find their seat, spoon, yogurt on the table
etc.” – Quote from parent of child in early years education.
As detailed in the ‘Learning to Access’ section above, to ensure
students with vision impairment are provided with equity of opportunity
to fulfil their potential, as per the Department Statement of Strategy,
expertise in the area of assistive technology needs to be expanded
beyond the role of assessment and provision of access technologies.
[8] https://www.teachingvisuallyimpaired.com/the-expanded-core-curriculum.html
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[9] https://www.perkins.org/understanding-the-expanded-core-curriculum/
[10] https://viewweb.org.uk/specialistvicurriculum/

This role needs to be expanded to support both the teacher and pupil
in developing confidence in the use of the technology.
Summer Provision aims to support children and young people to build
their skills and confidence in areas that they may not have gained
throughout the regular academic year. This programme can assist the
delivery of the additional curriculum requirements without
overburdening students during the academic term time.
It can also support children with a vision impairment to move onto their
next educational placement in the following September. Children with
a vision impairment were included within Summer Provision for the
first time in the 2020 – 2021 academic year.
Many parents reported challenges in accessing Summer Provision
due to late notice of inclusion but also that there was no clear plan
available that outlined the skills development targeted during these
two weeks.
“The plan for summer provision should be based on what skills the
child should have at that age and then learning should be based on
supporting the child to achieve those skills. Academic and nonacademic skills should be considered during Summer Provision.” –
Quote from parent
Recommendation:
Introduce integrated approach to the core and additional
curriculum needs of children with vision impairment in line with
international best practice.
A flexible model of summer provision to facilitate the additional
learning requirements, both academic and non-academic.
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Transitions

There are many key transitions that children and young people
experience including the move from pre-school to formal education
and onto further education, training, and employment. Transitional
planning is crucial for successful integration and meaningful
participation.
The coordination and continuum of supports requires a collaborative
effort and early planning as the implications for students with vision
impairments are significantly greater when access to the curriculum
requires considerably more than the approval of a device or allocation
of resource teaching hours.
NCBI passionately believes that successful transitions are directly
linked to a student’s access to quality intervention supports in all of the
areas highlighted above, such as additional specialist curriculum
supports outside of the core curriculum, assistive technology and
orientation and mobility. In the best interests of meeting the needs of a
child or young person with a vision impairment, NCBI have developed
a number of projects that have focused on the unique needs of
students entering transitional stages.
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These include an Early Years Programme aimed at supporting and
connecting parents of young children entering formal education. In
September 2020 NCBI launched a Transition Year Programme with
the support of 6 schools, in collaboration with Inclusive World Training,
aimed at providing intensive intervention supports and meaningful
work placements to students with vision impairments.
There is scope for greater support transition planning for pupils with a
vision impairment progressing to primary and post-primary school
through the development of consistent school protocols which
recognise the important role that the student has to play and therefore
fulfilling their right to be heard.
“The TY programme has been brilliant for Ella, to be honest without
this programme I think Ella would have been a bit lost in her senior
cycle journey in secondary school. Her self-confidence has grown at
such a pace. The programme has really taught her that her visual
impairment does not need to stop her dreams and ambitions and it
has also opened her up to knowing that she has peers who have the
same issues in school. Being able to discuss them as a group has
been really beneficial to her and has given her ideas that might work
for her and hopefully vice versa.” - Parent of a child who completed
the NCBI TY Programme.
In relation to tertiary education, Disability Access Route to Education
(DARE) has been championed over the last number of years for
improving access to tertiary education for young people with a
disability. However, evidence from AHEAD show the extremely low
representation of students who are blind or vision impaired in third
level which has been reducing over the past number of years from
1.8% in 2015/2016 to 1.6% in 2019/2022. On paper, DARE should be
improving access to tertiary education for young people with a vision
impairment but in practice, it is not achieving that goal.
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These are a variety of reasons that one could point to in relation to
why the number of people with a vision impairment in tertiary
education is reducing but many of the issues highlighted in this report
are likely to play a role e.g., inappropriate assistive technology and/or
inadequate training, inconsistent and/or unsuitable accommodations
for examinations, lack of preferred subject level and/or choice. Another
reason may be due to digital inaccessibility as a result of education
providers and state agencies failing to meet their legal requirements
under the EU Web Accessibility Directive and preventing people with a
vision impairment from accessing information on their
websites/learning management systems.
“It was such a stressful time because there are more classes, new
people, new environments and there is a lot of learning and pressure
on the child but there is little to no support.” – Quote from a parent of a
child in post-primary education.
“There should be a multi-disciplinary team in place to support the child
– including the school, SNA, Visiting Teacher, NCBI, parents and it
should meet on a quarterly basis to discuss the child’s current levels of
skill and what needs to be put in place to support them to learn new
skills and meet milestones.” – Quote from parent of a child in primary
school.
“The school system does not prepare you for college. You are not set
up for engaging with college staff” – Quote from a third level student
Recommendations:
Develop school transitioning protocols determining and agreeing
content and the delivery of comprehensive transitional plans for
children who are blind or vision impaired when transitioning from
early years settings to primary to post primary to tertiary levels as
well as between schools and into the workplace. These early
intervention supports must be timely to support these transitions.
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Additional skill areas

Independent and Safe Travel
The right to travel with the greatest possible independence for people
living with sight loss is recognised in the UN Convention on the Rights
of People with Disabilities. The UNCRPD specifically highlights that
State Bodies can ensure they are effectively supporting a person’s
right to independent travel by “Providing training in mobility skills to
persons with disabilities and to specialist staff working with persons
with disabilities” [11]. This holds such a prominent place within the
UNCRPD because the skills required for safe and independent travel
are vitally important for people with a vision impairment in daily life.
The Department for Education has funded a dedicated resource in the
south of the country for a number of years to deliver orientation and
mobility supports specifically to children. No further appointments have
been replicated in any other regions and to our knowledge Visiting
Teachers are not providing Orientation & Mobility specific
interventions. In the UK, the provision of Orientation & Mobility is
either within the remit of the Visiting Teacher Service or have
contracted services to provide same [12].
[11] Article 20 – Personal mobility | United Nations Enable
[12] QTVI Factsheet 2016.doc (live.com)
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NCBI is calling on the department to address this issue as one of
urgency given that it is a primary area of need for children who are
blind or vision impaired.
NCBI support the development of independent travel skills for children
with vision impairments from early years through to leaving education
and into employment. During our summer provision delivery and
Autumn/Winter workshops, orientation and mobility has consistently
remained a highly demanded intervention support.
Recommendations:
Department of Education fund dedicated resources nationwide,
similar to those in the south of the country, to deliver orientation
and mobility supports for children and young people.

Self-Advocacy
Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) provides that all children capable of forming views should
have those views seriously considered in any decisions
that affect them.
Self-advocacy skills are important for all children to develop. Children
with vision impairment are more likely to encounter situations in school
when they need to vocalise their needs; they may be handed a
colouring sheet they cannot see, be unable to find their friends in the
yard, have difficulty seeing the board or materials. Children will
eventually be responsible for their own adaptive equipment and
informing others if it is not working/broken. Self-advocacy skills take
time to learn and should not become a burden for any child with a
vision impairment that is over and above what is expected of their
sighted peers.
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The National Framework for Children and Young People's
Participation in Decision-Making in areas which affect/impact them is a
strong framework and our experience is that children and young
people are being provided with increasing opportunities to have their
voices heard.
Recently, we saw changes to regulations surrounding Disability
Allowance, and later Blind Pension, to ensure people in receipt of
either payments would not lose their financial supports from the
Department of Social Protection if they were to receive a PhD
scholarship. This change known as ‘Catherine’s Law’ came on the
back of lobbying by Catherine Gallagher, who was offered a
scholarship to complete her PhD but was notified that she would likely
lose her Disability Allowance and other supports if she accepted the
scholarship. Down to Catherine’s self-advocacy, engaging with
Department officials and the Minister, this regulation was changed.
While it is most welcome that regulations have now changed, it
highlights the importance of involving disabled people and
organisations who support people with disabilities in the development
of schemes and supports as this barrier should never have existed in
the first place.
Recommendation:
Agree to a formal process of engagement with students to ensure
that their experiences influence positive change.
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Additional areas for action
The enactment of an unprecedented body of educational legislation in
the late 1990s and early 2000s has utterly reshaped the landscape of
Irish education at primary level. The mainstreaming of children with
disabilities and development of support services to facilitate the same
has been a particular dividend. However, there has been a lack of
robust data to quantify whether children with visual impairment have
been equal beneficiaries in this regard. Reviews of international best
practice in the education of children with visual impairment has
highlighted the need for more accurate data on the prevalence of
children with visual impairment in Ireland; and the degree to which
they access and benefit from supports within the education system in
terms of better pupil achievement and outcomes. The Department of
Education has conducted focused inspections and investigations into
the efficacy of provision for other cohorts of pupils vulnerable to
educational disadvantage. There is a case to be made for lobbying for
a similar investigation into the quality of educational provision for
pupils with visual impairment.
While universal design guidelines have been provided to ensure the
learning environment can be accessed by children and young people
who are blind or vision impaired, there is no statutory requirements
underpinning for this, meaning there is a considerable ordeal for
parents and education providers to go through in the admission
process of the child, even with new builds.
Language and societal norms play a role in how children with
disabilities interact with society. Friendships play an important role in a
child’s development yet for many children with vision impairment, there
can be additional challenges to overcome. NCBI believes a lack of
general understanding of vision impairment is one of the factors that
presents a challenge for children.

36

It is important that all imagery of children with disabilities is positive to
ensure that negative stereotyping does not contribute to vulnerability.
The NCCA and other state agencies should examine the language that
is used in relation to children with disabilities to determine to what
extent it serves to undermine their abilities and again contribute
vulnerability, e.g., learning materials such as Cácá Millis, special
educational needs etc. NCBI is also recommending the Department of
Education acknowledge and address the lack of awareness and
information around disability to ensure that students with disability are
not experiencing bullying or exclusion.
Staff across the whole of education system require additional training
to support a young child who is blind or vision impaired. This training
should be a holistic programme to ensure all staff in the education
environment are aware of the role they play in supporting a child who
is blind or vision impaired through inclusion and the development of
resources. Examples include accessibility within the classroom but
also to support staff to recognise the future needs of the child and to
plan accordingly to support the child to learn independently as they
progress through education. This could possibly be addressed through
the development of guidance documentation specifically for students
with vision impairment similar to that available for students with
Autism. This must be coupled with specific training for teachers and
SNA’s engaging directly with students with sight loss.
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Conclusion
A quality, inclusive and equitable education system is the objective of
the state as per its’ own strategies. This report has highlighted areas
where those objectives are yet to be achieved for children and young
people who are blind or vision impaired.
Timely and individual based interventions and supports for student
with vision impairment can, and often are, one of the most important
factors affecting their ability to be independent and active agents in
their own learning. Ensuring they are supported to develop the skills
they will need into the future to ensure they can achieve their full
potential.
The State has a responsibility to ensure the learning environments for
children and young people are supportive and inclusive spaces. This
can be achieved through the development of innovative and
collaborate approaches to supporting students with vision impairment,
where all aegis of the state, service providers and the individuals and
their families are recognised as key players in the decision making
processes.
Both national and international policy details the right of a child to
quality and equitable education, where the voice of the child is heard
and their needs are met through appropriate systems and supports.
There have been legislative changes that have aimed to improve the
educational experience of children and young people with sight loss
but there is yet more work required to ensure the aspirations of these
policies become the real life experience of students with sight loss in
Ireland.
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