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Key Message 
We welcome the publication of the SEND Improvement plan and endorse the ambition to deliver a SEND system which provides the support children and young people need to thrive. Whilst the plan seeks to address some of the barriers blind and partially sighted children and young people may face through their educational journey, there is not enough detail to indicate how these challenges will be resolved. The plan lacks emphasis on low incidence disabilities, such as vision impairment, and it remains unclear how the needs of this group will be considered in the reforms.

Furthermore, we are disappointed that the Improvement Plan is not fully accessible for those using assistive technology such as a screen reader. It is not possible to assert confidence in the Government’s ability to deliver on the plan when the blind and partially sighted young people have already been excluded from fully accessing information on the changes that will affect them. Education must be accessible for all! 

Our areas of concern

SEND national standards 
We welcome the confirmation that the SEND national standards will be developed and shaped with the involvement of families, children and young people and the wider education sector. We agree that this development needs to be robust and include the lived experiences of disabled children and young people. It is essential that representation is included from blind and partially sighted children and young people. 

The Curriculum framework for children and young people with visual impairment (CFVI) provides existing evidence of the best practice already in the system and we are calling for this to be formally recognised in the SEND national standards. 

Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs)
The plan recognises the arbitrary use of EHCPs when families and young people are trying to access ordinary support, but little emphasis has been given to what routine support and provisions should be readily available.

We know that many blind and partially sighted children and young people do not qualify to receive EHCPs. However to gain access to statuary support, such as a Qualified Teacher for Visual Impaired Children and Young People (QTVIs) and Habilitation specialists, parents and young people often have to fight hard to gain an EHCP to access.. Adequate funding for schools and colleges is essential to enable support to enable timely access to the right support. 

The introduction of a standardised and digitised EHCP is welcomed, in making the process more effective and efficient to use. However, the accessibility of the online and digital platform should be at the fore front of developments. Given that the improvement plan is not accessible we are strongly concerned that this will have the consideration it needs. 

Funding 
We welcome the new funding promises set out in the plan, however it is not clear whether this funding will be adequate to address the failings of the current system. Without sufficient investment the structural changes to the SEND system will have limited opportunity to make the necessary impact. There is a lack of focus and clarity on how children and young people with low incidence, high need disabilities, such as vision impairment, will benefit from the planned investments.

Sensory impairment services for blind and partially sighted children and young people are over stretched and funding for these services can differ hugely from one local authority to another creating discrepancies in the availability and delivery of support. There needs to be ring fenced funding allocated to local authorities to ensure equitable provisions of service for schools and colleges, whether maintained or academies, so that all children and young people can access the support they need.  

Further education 
The plan does not go far enough to address the current barriers faced when blind and partially sighted young people seek to access statutory support within further education. Our Give me access to college: blind and partially sighted young people locked out of post 16 education  found a fragmented and unreliable system of support. 

It is a legal requirement for all young people to remain in education up to the age of 18 years. However, the improvement plan lacks detail on necessary changes to the way local authorities and further education providers deliver and fund essential support to ensure all young people have access to education post-16. 

Transitions 
We are pleased to see a focus on transition points in children and young people’s education and are delighted to be involved in the Department of Education’s transitions group. As part of this group, we will work to ensure that the voices of blind and partially sighted children and young people are represented when developing national standards for transitions. 

We recognise the aim of the improvement plan is to create simplified processes and systems with minimal duplication. However, the introduction of national standards, local inclusion plans, and local and national inclusion dashboards seem to create additional layers for families and young people to navigate through. There needs to be more clarification on how existing legislation and processes such as the SEND: code of practice and local offer would coincide with the new proposals. 

Conclusion
The plan raises more questions than answers, particularly around further education, this is a crucial transition point in any young person’s life especially for blind and partially sighted young people as it is the start of preparing for adulthood, therefore, it should not be side-lined.

We encourage government to continue engaging with families, young people and invested parties to develop and refine the proposals within the improvement plan. 

We welcome an opportunity to meet with Minister Claire Coutinho to discuss our response to the improvement plan and will be in contact with her office to invite them to round table event so that they can hear directly from blind and partially sighted children and young people and those that support them. 

For further information and to arrange a meeting please contact Krupali Parshotam at krupali.parshotam@pocklington-trust.org.uk 
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