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Assistive Technology use to support SEND 

In the UK around two children in every 1000 have a vision impairment. Assistive technology is a key enabler for blind and partially sighted (BPS) young people in their education. As well as making learning fun, it ultimately enables blind and partially sighted students to access learning - equalising the playing field. It is vital that children and young people (CYP) with vision impairment are provided with training and opportunity to be able to use technology and equipment with as much independence as possible; this is not always the case.

Common issues:
· Assistive technology and training is too often delivered too late
· There are gaps in skill development for assistive technology, particularly post-16 
· Those involved in advising BPS CYP about available assistive technology do not always have capacity or knowledge to do this
· RNIB Bookshare should be used more widely to support education. 

We are calling for:
· All blind and partially sighted young people should be supported to complete their compulsory education with the skills and knowledge they need to use mainstream and assistive technology 
· Formal recognition of the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment which establishes technology as a key area of specialist skills development for all BPS CYP
· A commitment for financial support to help RNIB Bookshare reach more children and young people with print disabilities. 

Assistive technology and training delivered too late

Thomas Pocklington Trust’s Student Support Service regularly hears from BPS students who have had their assistive technology too late. 

A young person with vision impairment recounts their experience:
“There are so many things now that I wish were suggested to me at the time, for example the various pieces of assistive technology and magnifiers. I was never recommended anything of this sort but rather the basic things like font size of resources and sitting at the front of the classroom. 
I had never used assistive technology until at university. Because I have been introduced to it so late, I am now struggling to integrate assistive technology into my workflow whilst at university, to the point where I don’t use it as much as I should be. 
More emphasis must be put on training blind and partially sighted students to use assistive technology, especially from a young age. So that as they progress in their education it doesn’t become a burden to learn. I also believe that whilst assistive technology is important, mainstream technology should also be introduced early on. The idea that the student should be able to explore and pick which technology is best for them and their needs, is for me the most important consideration of all.”

Once at University Disability Student Allowance (DSA) enables students to purchase assistive technology and associated training. Contrary to the aims of DSA it is common for students to not get this technology or training until after their course has begun, meaning that BPS students have this additional burden at the time that they are starting their higher education journey, placing them at a disadvantage to their sighted peers. 

Gaps in Assistive Technology skill development
As noted in the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment some technologies require bespoke teaching and time delivered by a professional with specialist knowledge of that technology. It is important that children and young people have access to the most appropriate assistive technology for their needs at as early an age as is appropriate, and that this is facilitated within their day to day working.  

The evidence shows that BPS students are not always aware of the assistive technology available to them whilst in education. This can include mainstream technology which can be easily adapted to suit the needs of an individual, such as using the inbuilt magnification, adjusting colour schemes, and enlarging icons and text. 

There is ambiguity over who is responsible for delivering assistive technology for BPS in post-16 FE settings. As set out in Thomas Pocklington Trust’s Give Me Access to College Campaign Qualified Teachers of Vision Impairment (QTVIs) report that they deliver some level of training on specialist assistive technology, however, standard equipment which can be customised for blind and 
partially sighted students is not considered as ‘specialist technology’. This leaves learners without the ‘know how’ to use standard equipment which could potentially support them in their learning.

Who advises on assistive technology?

There is evidence to suggest that BPS young people have little access to training and not all QTVI’s have the capacity or knowledge of all assistive technology that could potentially support a blind and partially sighted young person through their studies. 

A Qualified Teacher of Vision Impairment notes that:
‘The QTVI may not have all the knowledge/experience for each assistive technology there is available out there.’
 
RNIB Bookshare
The Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) Bookshare service offers a range of free accessible materials and textbooks to children and young people with print disabilities, to support them in accessing the UK curriculum. For instance, books can be read electronically with enlarged fonts, can be listened to, or can be read with digital or physical braille. The RNIB currently provides 1,041,428 titles. The Bookshare service enables learners who cannot read standard print to read the same books, at the same time as their classmates, giving them the same educational opportunities. 

Despite the growth of the service in the past 10 years there is still much more that can be done. The Service is currently only used in around one in three schools and needs to be more widely utilised.

A parent/carer commented that:
“Bookshare is the most important thing that my daughter has to support her…”

Further information
For further information please contact:
· Thomas Pocklington Trust at educationpolicy@pocklington-trust.org.uk
· RNIB at CYPF@rnib.org.uk 
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