Education Select Committee 
Further Education and Skills Call for Evidence 
March 2025 

Introduction 
Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) is a leading advocate of equality for blind and partially sighted (BPS) people. We are a charitable organisation primarily staffed by people with a vision impairment (VI) and we have a dedicated membership of over 200 volunteers who have lived experience of sight loss. Our mission is to support BPS people to bring about equity and inclusion in every aspect of society. 

We believe BPS children and young people (CYP) should have the opportunity to thrive in their education. Our education team provides direct support, advice and guidance to BPS CYP to help them to overcome the barriers they face and reach their full potential. This response is founded on the experiences of the CYP that we support.

The Post-16 landscape for Blind and Partially Sighted Young People 
There are inconsistent mechanisms for BPS young people (YP) to access post-16 education. The Further Education (FE) and Skills call for evidence is an opportunity to tackle these barriers. 

The Department for Education (DfE) have made several reforms to post-16 qualifications in attempt to create a system which is robust and rigorous. However, previous reviews have indicated that these reforms have led to Special educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) learners being further limited in their progress and more likely to fall into the Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET) category (review of post-16 qualifications at level 3 in England equality impact assessment).

“The departments Equality Impact assessment acknowledges that some students with protected characteristics maybe disadvantaged by the reforms as they may no longer be able to progress on to level 3. While the department states that it ‘expects this number to be relatively small’ it did not provide an estimated number.”
The future of post-16 qualifications; Education Select Committee 

We remain concerned about the accessibility of T-Levels. There is low awareness amongst specialist VI professionals about T-Levels, and no commitment from DfE towards evaluation of the disabled student experience of these qualifications. without this, the barriers impacting BPS YP accessing T-Levels cannot be addressed. This significantly impacts on the work placement element aspect of the qualification. 

Furthermore, we reflect that there has been insufficient focus on FE within government investigations and actions towards understating and solving the SEND crisis. This is a missed opportunity to address the known inequalities in post-16 education. 

“Regrettably, the instability and confusion created by government in recent years has been all too apparent, with apprenticeships drifting away from young people, various programmes coming and going, and research evidence frequently being ignored in favour of ideology.”
Broken Ladders | EDSK 2023 

Our report, Give Me Access to College provides evidence of a fragmented and unreliable system of support for BPS YP as they leave secondary education. We have found that once a BPS YP enters FE their support often drops off or vanishes. BPS YP must receive consistent and appropriate support meeting their VI needs, and ability to access high quality qualifications. 
Local Authorities (LAs) have a statuary responsibility to provide specialist sensory support to all CYP aged 0–25, but this is not consistently happening. 

‘Support is provided on request from the colleges as it is a traded service. We complete transition work and give them details of support, but we have found they often don’t come back to us!’ Qualified teacher for Children and Young People with a Vision Impairment (QTVI)

‘The college must buy in our (VI) service. If the sixth form is in a mainstream school, then we will continue to support until 18 without additional charge’ QTVI

‘Knowing who is allowed to go where to do what.  The arbitrary differentiation between 6th form and college. Why would a student need less support in college automatically? Especially since so many students with VI don't have an EHCP.’ QTVI

Our report, Give Me Access to College found the following discrepancies. 
· 24% of LAs provide different post-16 provision depending on whether a young person studies in a mainstream or sixth form college. 
· 61% of LAs offer statutory services to BPS YP in sixth form, but (44% have a statutory offer for mainstream colleges).
· 25% of mainstream colleges must buy in their support, compared to 10% of sixth form colleges. 
QTVI’s told us that government must be clearer on how they expect provisions to be funded in FE. Given the pressure they are already under to meet the needs of students aged 0-16, the capacity isn’t always there to do this effectively for those in post-16 education. 

There needs to be assurance that there is the required support and flexibility within FE settings to enable the success of BPS YP. Change must include guarantees to ensure BPS YP in FE settings have access to specialist support and provisions. It is only when these existing barriers are addressed that BPS YP will reap any benefit from a changing post-16 system. Failing to address this issue will only further lock BPS YP out of education.

We are calling on the Government to provide adequate ringfenced funding for statutory vision impairment services in further education and to ensure there is accountability to ensure local authorities deliver.

The Specialist Workforce 
Qualified teachers of Children and Young people with a vision Impairment (QTVI’s), are teachers with additional specialist mandatory qualifications. They play a crucial role in the development and education of BPS CYP.  

Due to VI being a low incidence disability it is reasonable to expect that many education professionals haven’t encountered a BPS CYP in their career. QTVI’s support knowledge development by providing training to settings with BPS YP. However, QTVI’s often tell us that there can be reluctance from mainstream staff to implement advice, impacting the support the BPS CYP gets. Specialist VI educators (QTVI’s and Habilitation specialists) and mainstream staff must work in partnership to provide support, teaching and learning.

“I think I may have been one of the fortunate ones who did have everything put in place. I had a separate classroom for my GCSE exams, everything was really well organised. I think it may have been due to my vision impairment teacher being really good. I received mobility training from the council where I live. There are two different councils, one where I live and one that my school
 is in… it was the local council where I live that organised the mobility training. This included getting from school to home, and it was really helpful.” BPS YP 

We surveyed QTVI’s and they outlined the importance of specialist knowledge. They explained that they had experienced:
· A lack of awareness of the kind of specialist support BPS YP require from college 
· Colleges not buying in VI support, citing that they have staff that are adequately trained, or purchasing support through private suppliers. 
· Difficulty trying to contact the right person within FE colleges. 

“My team support in at least 3 standard mainstream Colleges.  Two of the Colleges have left our team consistently disappointed in their mainstream courses by a lack of professionalism, quality and accountability. They frequently disappoint even when working with students they have had for years, not responding to QTVIs, not following advice, forgetting to order exam papers several times for the same student, organising inaccessible trips, teaching as if there wasn't a blind student in the room and frequently not meeting need etc.” QTVI

We are calling on the Government to embed training on low-incidence disabilities, such as vision impairment, into initial teacher training and ongoing CPD.

Curriculum and Qualifications in FE 
The current post-16 curriculum and qualification pathways are not consistently meeting the needs of BPS YP. We regularly hear from this group of YP of the various barriers and challenges they face in accessing mainstream education and statutory specialist support within FE settings. 
 
To drive better standards improvements are required to ensure access to post-16 are delivered to BPS YP. 

A QTVI contacted the service regarding a student’s T-Level exam not being in a correct format. The student’s usual way of working is with a hard copy paper, size 48 font, modified paper (A3), extra time, and rest breaks. In the exam of concern, the student did not have access to a hard copy modified paper. The exam board had sent an unmodified enlarged version of a regular sized paper. The QTVI acted as reader/scribe, but the student was not practised with this kind of support. There were initial attempts to have the student access the paper via laptop and JAWS but the college had lost power that day so this could not be provided.’ Education Advisor 

The following areas should be targeted for improvement to ensure that BPS YP can better access the post-16 curriculum. 
· Access to the specialist vision impairment curriculum (CFVI), alongside and integrated within the mainstream curriculum 
· Removal of the arbitrary use of Education, health, and Care Plans for Post-16 (EHCPs)
· A greater focus on technology education and training 
· Ensuring reasonable adjustments

The Specialist Curriculum 
BPS YP need to have a holistic approach when it comes to their education and skill development. It requires more than academic rigour to effectively meet aspirations and goals. This is defined within the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with a Visual Impairment (CFVI). The CFVI sits alongside, and is integrated within, the academic curriculum. It focuses on the importance developing lifelong skills which enable YP to become independent and navigate today’s society. 

“As a QTVI, it is critically important that CYP who have a VI are allocated time in the school day to work on the areas of the CFVI as a part of their normal working day. The CFVI is every bit as important to CYP with a VI as literacy, numeracy and other core subjects, because without learning and embedding these vital skills, they will never be equipped to become independent learners, and later in life, workers who can be fully involved in their communities and make a full contribution to society.”
Melissa Boxall, Lead for Sensory Impairment and EAL, Sensory Impairment Team, Worcestershire County Council

The CFVI helps creates an inclusive environment in all academic and school settings that support BPS CYP to be on par as their peers for attainment levels. 

‘In 2022/23, 51.3% of students with vision impairment as their primary special education need (SEN) gained grade 4 or above in GCSE English and Maths, compared to 72.1% of students with no SEN. Furthermore, 32.1% of students with a primary SEN of vision impairment achieved grade 5 and above in GCSE English and maths, compared with 51% of students with no SEN.’ DfE, 2024

We call on the Government to embed the CFVI in policy. Integrating the CFVI into policy will ensure BPS students receive a consistent and inclusive education.

Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs)
The majority of BPS CYP do not have an EHCP. 

‘In 2022, majority of pupils with vision impairment as their primary SEN (72.7% or 9,885) were on ‘SEN support’; only 27.3% (3,711) had an EHCP.’ VIEW

Having a EHCP is not a pre-requisite to unlocking the statutory support provided by QTVI’s and Habilitation specialists in school and early years settings. However, there is an arbitrary requirement for BPS YP to have an EHCP to access this support at a FE college. The significant bureaucracy takes time and comes at a cost, ultimately locking many BPS YP out of college, reducing the choices available to them and impacting their potential (Give Me Access to College - TPT).

This is a clear indicator of the wastage in the current system, particularly given that even with the EHCP in place there is no guarantee that the support would even be offered in the post-16 setting, depending on the service offered by the LA. 

We are calling on the government to remove the arbitrary requirement for an BPS YP to have an EHCP to access VI support in mainstream post-16 college settings.

“There is an arbitrary differentiation between sixth form and college. Why would a student need less support in college automatically? Especially, since so many students with vision impairment don't have an EHCP.” QTVI

Technology Education and Training 
Technology is vital for all stages of education. It can engage and create active learners, encourage individual learning styles, boost peer collaboration and enables independence. As well as making learning fun, it ultimately enables BPS YP to access learning - equalising the playing field and opening career opportunities which may not be possible without it. Unfortunately, BPS YP are not consistently getting access to the technology and training they need. 

“Well, technology is right up my street. Technology I think is amazing! I just wish that, and I always say this, that there’s this bubble between the disabled vision impaired community and everyone else.” BPS YP

Evidently not enough is being done to promote the use of mainstream and assistive technology. Consensus amongst QTVI’s states more funding and clarification on who is responsible for paying and providing equipment and training is needed. 

“Our service only provides specialist equipment. Schools and colleges must provide laptops and iPads, which are not considered specialist by our LA.” QTVI

Furthermore, barriers exist with QTVI’s not having full range of knowledge and understanding of assistive technology available, and restrictions from post-16 settings in BPS YP developing such skills as touch typing and using mainstream technology with built-in accessibility settings. We recommend this should be a core requirement and specialist assistive trainers should be a resource drawn upon to support students in post-16 education.  
“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.” BPS YP 
“Funding restrictions mean students do not have access to the assistive technology. Don't just consider "assistive" tech as a specialist area. Training to use mainstream technology effectively is also important.” QTVI

[bookmark: _Hlk116047458]“As I have had such a lack of support with assistive technology and training, I am worried about my future when leaving college. How will I get training especially for jaws on the laptop and IT skills. We have tried to find people ourselves to help me at home but with no success. I had to teach myself to use my Braille note touch even though I had a one-off training session of about 3 hours. I still feel unsure as to what assistive technology would benefit me.” BPS YP

Mastering technology skills is paramount for BPS YP as we move to a education system increasingly dependent on it, Now more then ever, delivery of continuous technology skills development for BPS YP is needed, to help young people  learn to navigate through an online and digital world. Therefore, we welcome the Secretary of State for Education’s announcement on developing technology skills and training within teacher training. However, concerns lie in how this development of technology training will reach professionals within FE settings.  

We call on Government to develop a strategy for mainstream and assistive technology training to ensure BPS YP can access their education and have the right skills in preparation for employment 

An Inclusive Curriculum and Reasonable Adjustments 
As outlined in the CFVI, for BPS YP to thrive in FE, they need access to an inclusive environment with suitable adaptations put in place. This includes appropriate assistive technology, accessible assessments and access to specialist teaching. BPS YP often struggle to get the reasonable adjustments they need. This might be as simple as providing handouts in a particular font size and/or sitting in a particular position in the classroom. 

Guide Dogs in collaboration with National Sensory Impairment Partnership (NatSIP) have produced Reasonable Adjustments in Schools Guidance | Guide Dogs. The guide is for professionals working across educational and workplace settings to better support BPS YP. The guide details the legal requirements for schools and colleges, how and when to put in place reasonable adjustments, and provides a wide range of practical instructions and examples to ensure BPS YP are supported. We recommend this guide is distributed amongst sixth form and colleges settings, exam providers and others to ensure BPS YP can access learning and assessments equally as their sighted peers. 

We call on Government to incorporate the needs of BPS YP in reforms to the National Curriculum and Assessment system. 

Our Recommendations 
Blind and partially sighted young people face significant barriers to accessing Further Education and achieving their potential. The current post-16 system fails to provide adequate support, leaving many BPS students without necessary specialist input to thrive in education and employment. Urgent reforms are required to address these issues.

We recommend:

1. Provide adequate ringfenced funding for statutory vision impairment services in further education and ensure there is accountability in the system to ensure LAs deliver.
2. Embed training on low-incidence disabilities, such as vision impairment, into initial teacher training and ongoing CPD.
3. Recognise and Integrate the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (CFVI) in education policy.
4. Remove the arbitrary requirement for an BPS CYP to have an EHCP to access VI support in mainstream post-16 college settings.
5. Develop a strategy for mainstream and assistive technology training to ensure blind and partially sighted children and young people can access their education and have the right skills in preparation for employment 
6. Incorporate the needs of BPS YP in reforms to the national curriculum and Assessment system. 

Contact

We would welcome the opportunity to provide further evidence. Please contact us at EducationPolicy@pocklington.org.uk.
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