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SEND Reforms: Evidence Brief
Supporting Thomas Pocklington Trust consultation response

Overview
This Evidence Brief has been produced by Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) to support our formal response to the Government’s consultation on SEND reform. It brings together evidence from blind and partially sighted children and young people, alongside the perspectives of parents and carers, to consider how proposed reforms may affect inclusion, accountability, continuity of support and access to specialist expertise.
This document expands upon our wider consultation submission, by providing further information from young people and parents/carers with lived experience. You can read our consultation response here: SEND Reforms: Don't Leave Blind and Partially Sighted Students Out of Sight. 
All evidence presented here relates specifically to vision impairment. While some participants may have additional needs, the discussion and analysis focus on access requirements, barriers and support systems associated with vision impairment as a low incidence sensory need.
Across all themes, children, young people and parents emphasised that SEND reform will only succeed if it is grounded in lived experience, protects legal entitlements, preserves specialist expertise, and introduces enforceable accountability.

1. Inclusive Mainstream Education: What Does It Mean in Practice?
Children and young people consistently described inclusion in mainstream education now as physical presence without meaningful participation. Many reported being seated separately, excluded from peer interaction, or expected to adapt to inaccessible teaching approaches. Inclusion, as experienced, was often conditional and fragile rather than systemic.
“Putting a student right at the back on a little desk all by themselves makes them quite literally on their own little island.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“Inclusive mainstream is making sure you are part of the class and treated as part of the class.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
Young people emphasised that practical adjustments, such as seating arrangements, accessible formats, and flexibility around movement and timing were essential to feeling included. When these were absent, students described loneliness, frustration and disengagement.
“You either try and go out and find your friends or you stay in this room. And that can be incredibly lonely.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“They just photocopy it onto A3 and think that solves the issue, and it really doesn’t.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“Even giving me five minutes early would cut into teaching time, that’s how it was framed.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
Parents reinforced this picture, describing inclusion as dependent on goodwill rather than enforceable duties. Where inclusion worked, it was typically underpinned by strong local authority support and specialist input. Where it did not, inaccessible environments, unsafe campuses and inaccessible digital platforms undermined both learning and wellbeing.
“Inclusion should be about the social interaction of our young people… he just became more and more isolated.”  Parent
“Nothing is enforceable. Nobody can be held accountable. You’re constantly relying on other people’s opinions of what they think is best for your child.”  Parent
“Academy Trusts are standing up electronic platforms which are not accessible. Nobody’s testing accessibility.”  Parent
“The school want to be inclusive, but they can only do that because they have strong support from the local authority, the QTVI, and habilitation specialists.”  Parent
Evidence supports our recommendation that there must be explicit inclusion of Vision Impairment across the SEND system, including within layers of support and National Inclusion Standards, with the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (CFVI) must be embedded in national policy and practice.
2. Support Must Be Continuous, Joined‑Up and Individualised
Young people described repeated disruptions to support caused by staff turnover, supply teachers and transitions between settings. Many felt responsible for explaining and defending their access needs, often in environments where staff lacked understanding or authority to act.
“Agency supply teachers aren’t allowed to hand over any information… I’ve been accused of being a liar for using my iPad.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“I had to ask for things 24/7 in secondary school, but when I went to college the plan moved with me.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
Young people made clear that having the same impairment does not mean having the same access needs, and warned against systems that reduce support to rigid checklists. Drawing on experiences of other assessment processes, they stressed that education must avoid replicating box‑ticking models and instead respond flexibly to the specific, evolving needs of each student.
“Two people can both be visually impaired and have completely different needs.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“Disabled students already deal with box‑ticking like PIP, education shouldn’t copy that.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
Parents described fragmented communication between schools, local authorities and specialist services, leaving families to coordinate support systems themselves. Both groups rejected simplified or tiered approaches to SEND support, emphasising that vision impairment affects individuals differently and requires personalised, specialist input.
“I’m the least qualified person, yet I’m the one accountable.”  Parent
“The QTVI can’t hold the school accountable, and the school can just do what they want.”  Parent
“He’s on his sixth maths teacher since year seven.”  Parent
“No matter how much training is put in place, the turnover means they never grasp it.”  Parent
There must be guaranteed access to specialist vision impairment support from ages 0–25, ensuring all blind and partially sighted children and young people receive support from Qualified Teachers for Children and Young People with a Vision Impairment (QTVIs) and habilitation specialists from diagnosis, without depending on an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) or placement type.
3. Individual Support Plans (ISPs): Support in Principle, Serious Risks in Practice
Children and young people supported ISPs where they were personalised, detailed and portable. Some described positive experiences of plans written in their own voice that clearly communicated access needs.
“I wrote my own document in my own voice… that was really empowering.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“At university, learning plans work because they clearly tell staff what you need.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“Include what font size you read, whether you need braille, where you sit in class.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“It needs to emphasise what a student actually needs, not just that they have a need.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
However, both parents and young people expressed deep concern that ISPs could replace or dilute EHCP protections. Without legal force, families feared plans would become administrative documents with no accountability, shifting responsibility onto learners and parents.
“My concern is these plans aren’t legal documents… without that protection, students will have to fight year after year.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“My child had an individual support plan for five years. Nothing was done. It was a pointless piece of paper.”  Parent
“My child’s EHCP is 70 pages long. There’s no way a one‑page plan can do that.”  Parent
“Agency without enforceability leaves students unprotected.”  Parent
“Who makes sure every teacher has read it and understood it?”  Parent
Young people and parents emphasised the importance of plans that are digital and able to move seamlessly with them across educational phases, reducing disruption at transitions and limiting the need to repeatedly explain their needs. They also stressed that plans must be living documents, capable of being updated as access requirements change over time. This flexibility and portability is meaningful if plans are developed with appropriate specialist input, making clear that it is not credible or effective to design support for vision impaired learners. These perspectives underline that individualised planning must combine student voice, continuity and specialist knowledge to be effective in practice.
“It needs to be digital and move with you, from primary to secondary to FE.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“Students should be able to update it when needs change.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“You cannot write an individual support plan for a visually impaired child without a QTVI and habilitation input. It just doesn’t make sense.”  Parent
There must be robust accountability measures that strengthen rather than weaken children and young people’s rights, with clear and enforceable legal responsibilities placed on education settings and local authorities.
4. Inclusion Hubs: Potential Benefits, Significant Risks
Young people recognised potential benefits of Inclusion Hubs, including access to quiet spaces and assistive technology. However, both groups raised strong concerns about segregation and loss of mainstream participation, particularly for low‑incidence needs such as vision impairment.
“Silence can be really helpful.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“It could quickly turn into disabled students being put there ‘for their own good’.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
There is strong parental concern Inclusion Hubs could unintentionally undermine the purpose of mainstream education for blind and partially sighted learners. Parents feared that hubs could become places where their children are routinely placed for convenience rather than need. Collectively, these perspectives emphasise that any additional provision must support social integration and participation, rather than separating children from their peers under the banner of inclusion.
“My worry is these hubs will become holding pens.”  Parent
“A loud, busy setup would be the worst place on earth for my child.”  Parent
“Surely the whole point of mainstream is social integration.”  Parent
“We already know what happens when you group VI children together ‘for convenience’. You socially isolate them inside a mainstream school.”  Parent
There must be strong safeguards and transparency around funding reform, particularly where funding may be redistributed into mainstream settings, to ensure centrally delivered vision impairment services are protected.

5. Transitions Are High‑Risk and Poorly Managed
Transitions were consistently described as stressful, fragmented and poorly coordinated. Early engagement and information sharing improved outcomes, but these were inconsistently delivered. Parents highlighted risks post‑16, including loss of support and reduced accountability.
“When I met staff early, it wasn’t a shock in September.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“Information is passed like Chinese whispers.”  Parent
“If the ISP belongs to the school, how does it transfer?”  Parent
“It feels like they just want our children to stay at home after 18 instead of continuing education.”  Parent
“I’m not allowed to be sick. I’m not allowed to struggle. If I can’t take her to school, there is no safety net.”  Parent
There must be clear action to address post-16 inequalities, where evidence shows inconsistent access to QTVIs in Further Education settings.
6. Specialist Expertise and Choice Must Be Preserved
Both parents and young people stressed that specialist expertise, particularly QTVIs, habilitation and assistive technology specialists, is essential to successful inclusion. There was widespread concern that reform risks further eroding already stretched sensory services.
“There are fewer QTVIs now than years ago. Inclusion cannot work without them.”  Parent
“If specialist schools are making TAs redundant, what hope is there for mainstream?”  Parent
“It’s a lottery. The outcome depends entirely on which local authority you live in.”  Parent
Without explicit recognition of vision impairment and the role of QTVIs, SEND reform risks overlooking blind and partially sighted students. They stress that specialist input cannot be replaced by generic support and warn that policy frameworks which prioritise more commonly referenced professions risk allowing low‑incidence needs to be forgotten.
“For visually impaired students, it should definitely include QTVIs… otherwise it’s easy to assume one support fits everyone.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“It’s risky that visually impaired students can be forgotten.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“The white paper mainly mentions speech therapists and educational psychologists.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
There must be a funded workforce strategy to recruit, train, and retain QTVIs and habilitation officers, with clarity on how “Experts at Hand” proposals will strengthen sensory services while maintaining direct specialist delivery.
Conclusion
“Please listen. We’re all here telling you what we need.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“Losing legal protections would be a punishment on disabled young people.”  Blind and Partially Sighted Student
“What good is a white paper if there’s no money, no staff, and no enforcement?”  Parent
SEND reform offers an opportunity to improve inclusion and consistency, but only if it strengthens, rather than weakens, rights, accountability and specialist support.
Therefore, we recommend:
1. Explicit inclusion of Vision Impairment across the SEND system, including within layers of support and National Inclusion Standards, with the Curriculum Framework for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment (CFVI) embedded in national policy and practice.
2. Guaranteed access to specialist vision impairment support from ages 0–25, ensuring all blind and partially sighted children and young people receive support from Qualified Teachers for Children and Young People with a Vision Impairment (QTVIs) and habilitation specialists from diagnosis, without depending on an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) or placement type.
3. A funded workforce strategy to recruit, train, and retain QTVIs and habilitation officers, with clarity on how “Experts at Hand” proposals will strengthen sensory services while maintaining direct specialist delivery.
4. Strong safeguards and transparency around funding reform, particularly where funding may be redistributed into mainstream settings, to ensure centrally delivered vision impairment services are protected.
5. A clear definition of “complex needs” so that vision impairment access requirements are not incorrectly treated as complexity or used as grounds to delay support.
6. Action to address post-16 inequalities, where evidence shows inconsistent access to QTVIs in Further Education settings.
7. Robust accountability measures that strengthen rather than weaken children and young people’s rights, with clear and enforceable legal responsibilities placed on education settings and local authorities.
About Us
Thomas Pocklington Trust strives for equality of blind and partially sighted people in every aspect of society. We are a charitable organisation with a dedicated staff – over half of us are blind or partially sighted – and over 200 volunteers who have lived experience of sight loss. Our mission is to support blind and partially sighted people to bring about equity and inclusion in every aspect of society.
Our mission is to support blind and partially sighted people to bring about equity and inclusion in society and their own lives. We achieve this by focusing on significant life milestones of blind and partially sighted people, including ensuring that we are able to thrive in education, fostering positive employment opportunities and promoting overall health and wellbeing, with timely health interventions when needed.
In addition to addressing equality in life opportunities, our strategy is designed to support blind and partially sighted people at every stage of their journey through the education system, further training or employment and their chosen careers.
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