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ABOUT THE AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM (ABF)
The ABF was formed in 1992 and, in 2007, was registered as an Australian public company limited by guarantee. It is funded through the contributions of its members, the major Australian organisations that serve the nearly 500,000 people who are blind or vision impaired, and the national consumer organisation, Blind Citizens Australia.

Members of the ABF, reflecting the Australian Government’s policy, are committed to assisting people who are blind or vision impaired to become and remain independent, valued and active members of the community.

The main purposes of the ABF are to:

· Encourage exchange of information between members

· Exert influence on Government policy development

· Enable blindness sector representation both nationally and internationally

· Enable Australia to facilitate its membership of the World Blind Union

· Encourage and promote the development and equity of the level of services throughout Australasia

Contact

Name: Margaret Verick
National Disability Services and Australian Blindness Forum

Locked Bag 3002 DEAKIN WEST ACT 2600

Phone: 02 6283 3214

Email: margaret.verick@nds.org.au
BACKGROUND TO THE POLICY
Purpose

To overcome the barriers faced by children and young people who are blind or vision impaired in developing the lifeskills
 needed to become and remain an integral part of the Australian community.

Target population
It is estimated that there are approximately 500,000 Australians who are vision impaired including 50,000 who are blind, 4,000 of whom have a form of deafblindness. The total is estimated to increase to nearly 800,000 by 2024.

Based on the number of students receiving support due to their disability, it is estimated that there are in excess of 3,000 students of school age who are blind or vision impaired
, of whom 70% are likely to have additional disabilities
.
Environment
ABF strongly supports the view that every person in Australia has the fundamental right to live as independently as possible within the community. 

National and international experience and research demonstrates that a child who is blind must have specialist assessment and specific training in the key areas of lifeskills development if they are to achieve an optimum level of independence. The skills and knowledge that sighted students acquire by casually and incidentally observing and interacting with their environment are often difficult, if not impossible, for students who are blind to learn without direct, sequential instruction by professionals with expertise in vision impairment. 

Resource provision for the interactions between educational establishments and organisations providing services to children who are blind or vision impaired and their families (blindness organisations) in each State/Territory is inconsistent and, in some cases, lacking. Many students have experienced problems because they have been encouraged to pursue only part-time study or training. This may reduce their opportunities for social experiences.
ABF is deeply concerned that, in Australia, there is variability across states and territories and across educational sectors. In some circumstances specialist intervention can be inequitable and inadequate in quality, scope and outcomes. Although educators in Australia have worked collaboratively to develop principles and standards for the education of children who are blind or vision impaired
, many young people with vision impairment are leaving the compulsory school system inadequately prepared to take on further study, seek employment, participate meaningfully in the community, and live independently

AIMS OF THE POLICY
Value Statement
Children and young people who are blind or vision impaired are respected as individuals and are entitled to the same rights as all young Australians.

Desired Outcomes and Timeframe
· That a national approach that addresses the timely delivery of education including lifeskills development from early childhood through the growing years is implemented and provides much-improved outcomes for children and young people who are blind and their families 

· That adequate preparation of the child to thrive during the key transition stages such as starting kindergarten, commencing primary school, entering high school etc occurs so that the necessary skills and competencies are in place to allow the individual to function independently as far as possible during each phase of their juvenile development

That a national approach builds on the development of fundamental lifeskills in the 0-5 years stage by ensuring the seamless delivery of a comprehensive range of information, resources, support and training options to the family through the developmental and transitional stages 6-12 years, 13-17 years, 18+ years
· That a national approach to the education of young children including lifeskills promotes interconnected programs that are responsive to the needs of the child and family in the home, school and community, and calls for improved linkages across government departments responsible for education, health and community services and for better interaction with the organisations who work in the field of vision impairment

KEY GOALS 

1. Age-appropriate participation: a person who is blind or vision impaired is equipped to participate in the typical activities and environments that their sighted peers are engaged in throughout infancy, childhood and adolescence.
2. Early Intervention: all children and their families access well-resourced, high quality early intervention services from the earliest point of diagnosis.

3. Family-centred Practice: families are provided with access to appropriate information, resources, support and training to enable and empower them to promote the best possible outcomes for their children

4. Lifeskills: children receive quality, comprehensive and coherent education and training to develop their skills across all areas including orientation and mobility; independent living; social; Braille literacy ; leisure/sport/recreation; assistive technology; vocation/job seeking; and efficiency with remaining vision. 

5. Academic and independent living skills are interwoven but one set of skills is not acquired at the expense of the other. 
6. Environments and routines: the ability to accomplish and self manage age appropriate routines, throughout the developmental and transitional stages of childhood, adolescence and adulthood, and across physical and social environments, requires the sequential, systematic and comprehensive development of age appropriate lifeskills
7. Staff competence: staff working with children and young people who are vision impaired are qualified to deliver quality services.

Standards

To achieve the above goals the following standards apply:
1. Children with vision impairment/suspected vision impairment are referred immediately for assessment by appropriate medical personnel.

2. Children with diagnosed vision impairment are referred immediately to appropriate education/early education services

3. Family centred practice underpins all service delivery to ensure families are confident and capable of  catering for the needs of their children

4. Service providers work collaboratively to ensure the best possible service across a range of disciplines to children and families

5. Appropriate ongoing assessment of children is conducted in collaboration with families

6. Families are able to choose from a range of educational options

7. A full range of quality services is provided to meet the diverse needs of children and families

8. Adequate staff/child ratios ensure quality service provision

9. A full range of quality specialist training is available for professional preparation and for ongoing professional development

10. Educational agencies are committed to employing and/or training personnel with appropriate qualifications

11. Children have access to the regular school curriculum

12. Children also have access to the expanded core curriculum for education, and for preparation for employment and leisure
13. Access to resources and information in accessible formats for education, employment and leisure is provided to students

14.  Students have access to appropriate assistive technology to meet their needs

NEXT STEPS

Australian Government Commitments

Commonwealth, State and Territory government departments responsible for education, together with independent and Catholic school authorities, work together seamlessly, to provide optimum parent support and lifeskills training in order for the child to achieve age appropriate development from infancy to young adulthood. 
What Will ABF Member Organisations Do?
· Actively promote goals and standards for the education of young people and children who are vision impaired or blind to the Federal, State, Independent and Catholic education systems so that an effective partnership which can be developed between ABF members, families and the education sector 

· Advocate for additional resources from the Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations so that the goals and standards can be fully implemented nationally as a matter of urgency

· Actively work towards  ensuring the equitable and effective implementation of these goals and standards across all states including the professional development of staff working with children who are blind or vision impaired, high quality coordination of program development, planning, delivery and evaluation  
· Develop and maintain an Aussie Blind Kids Network website to provide information to assist parents with the education of their children.

REFERENCES

The following ABF policies also relate to this policy:

· Access to Equipment

· Access to Information

· Braille Literacy and Numeracy

· Employment

· National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan

Adopted 23 April 2008

� Children who are blind or vision impaired need additional support and opportunities to acquire knowledge and skills across eight areas: self-care; organisational skills; time management; decision making; pre-vocational and career skills; advocacy; awareness of and access to community resources; appropriate home-based leisure activities (see Expanded Core Curriculum, American Foundation for the Blind, � HYPERLINK "http://www.afb.org/Section.asp?SectionID=44&TopicID=189&SubTopicID=4" ��http://www.afb.org/Section.asp?SectionID=44&TopicID=189&SubTopicID=4� and National Agenda for Education of Children and Youths with Visual Impairments, Including Those with Multiple Disabilities, � HYPERLINK "http://www.tsbvi.edu/agenda/corecurric.htm" \o "blocked::http://www.tsbvi.edu/agenda/corecurric.htm" �http://www.tsbvi.edu/agenda/corecurric.htm� )


� Clear Insight, The Economic Impact and Cost of Vision Loss in Australia, an Overview, Eye Research Australia and Access Economics, 2004


� Children with Disabilities in Australia, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2004


� British Journal of Visual Impairment, John Ravenscroft et al, 2008 (in press)


� SPEVI (South Pacific Educators in Vision Impairment) � HYPERLINK "http://www.e-bility.com/spevi/resources.php" ��http://www.e-bility.com/spevi/resources.php� 


� As Dr Phil Hatlen accurately observes ‘… unless skills such as orientation and mobility, social interaction, and independent living are learned, these students are at high risk for lonely, isolated, unproductive lives’ and the net result is ‘… a modern tragedy, with too many products of our educational efforts living isolated, troubled lives’ (previous Superintendent, Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired) � HYPERLINK "http://www.tsbvi.edu/Education/corecurric.htm" ��http://www.tsbvi.edu/Education/corecurric.htm� 


� As the next step in Prime Minister Rudd’s education revolution, COAG (Council of Australian Governments) agreed to develop a new schools reform plan for the 21st Century, targeting disadvantaged school communities, improved teacher quality, greater accountabilities and boosting parental engagement to give every child the best possible chance in life and ensuring that [Australia] has a productive economy (see Minister Julia Gillard's media release at � HYPERLINK "http://mediacentre.dewr.gov.au/mediacentre/Gillard/Releases/EducationRevolutionCOAGagreestonewschoolsreformplan.htm" ��http://mediacentre.dewr.gov.au/mediacentre/Gillard/Releases/EducationRevolutionCOAGagreestonewschoolsreformplan.htm�)  





� For example, National Unified Lifeskills Model (NULM) at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nulm.org" ��http://www.nulm.org� 


� Ibid


� Disability Standards for Education, Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission,  � HYPERLINK "http://www.ag.gov.au/www/agd/agd.nsf/Page/Humanrightsandanti-discrimination_DisabilityStandardsforEducation" ��http://www.ag.gov.au/www/agd/agd.nsf/Page/Humanrightsandanti-discrimination_DisabilityStandardsforEducation�





� The central aim of Aussie Blind Kids Network is to maximise the age appropriate participation in the community of children and adolescents who are blind or vision impaired. 
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