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Purpose and Aims 

The purpose of the research was to determine the parent perspective of education services for their children and to evaluate the strategic directions proposed, against effective practice in the education of learners who are blind and low vision.   

The Homai Strategic Direction paper was developed in consultation with the blindness education sector and presented in August 2003.  It proposed the drawing together of all services including the Visual and Sensory Resource Centres and the national school, Homai, into one national network of service provision for New Zealand – referred to as TFO (The Future Organisation) during the development phase and subsequently named the Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ.

Methodology
Focus Group Method 

The research is based on qualitative methods with some quantitative elements included.  Qualitative methods offer techniques whereby ideas, feelings, beliefs, values and understandings individual to each participant may be expressed.   Qualitative research is a theory of knowledge underpinned by a person’s lived experiences.  
The Focus Group technique was selected as the method for data collection.  Its advantages include its socially orientated research method which captures real-life data in a social environment, its flexibility, and high face validity.  

The Focus Groups

In all, 11 Parents Focus Groups were held between the 9th and 20th August, 2003.  The duration of the majority of Focus Groups was around two hours.

Participants

Participants were parents of children who are blind or low vision and currently or previously on the roll of Homai, or a Visual or Sensory Resource Centre.  

Procedure

Visual and Sensory Resource Centres, and Homai were approached to identify potential participants which were reflective of parents with children across the education levels and of diverse education needs.

In addition, participants were drawn from parents attending the Parents of Low vision (PVI) annual conference in Palmerston North.  At this forum a sheet was circulated asking for the names of those interested in participating in the research.  

A letter of invitation was sent to those who self-identified at the PVI Conference and those identified by Homai and Visual and Sensory Resource Centres.  This was accompanied by a Research Information Sheet outlining and aims and nature of the research, what was required of participants, participant rights, and a participant Consent Form.

At the commencement of each Focus Group the nature and purpose of the research was explained and parents rights as research participants emphasised.  Signed consent forms were received prior to commencement of the group dialogue.  Consent was given by each group for the audio-taping of the discussion.
Following the completion of all Focus Groups the tapes were transcribed verbatim.  The transcripts were then returned to each participant for checking and any amendments to be made.  Following the date for return a final copy was made of each transcript which became the basis for analysis and the study’s findings.

The Interview Schedule

An interview schedule was developed to guide the discussion of the Focus Groups.  It was based around a series of questions relating to the services children and young people received, what they were likely to require in the future, how these might be provided, and what participants perceived were the elements of an effective system in which Blindness and Vision Impairment Education services might be delivered.  

Analysis


The analysis and outcomes of this research are based solely on the transcripts of the Focus Group interviews. Data in relation to the wider population of learners is sourced from the National Database held by the Vision Education Agency on behalf of the Ministry of Education.

Research Findings 

Participants

There were a total of 80 participants in the Focus Groups.  This included 62 mothers over all Focus Groups, and 18 fathers over eight Focus Groups.  Included were nine couples.

The children of the participants presently within the education system ranged in age from 19 months to 18 years.  In addition, five parents had four post-school young adult children ranging from 21 to 32 years of age. (79 children and young people.)

Eleven families (12 parent participants) had more than one child who was blind or low vision.  

It was noted that one learner at primary level is in a total Maori Immersion setting, and a further Maori learner was withdrawn from Kura Kaupapa, because of a lack of resources and expertise to support his Blindness Education needs.

Services Received

The children of Focus Group participants were receiving a wide range of services from a variety of providers.   In some instances similar services were provided by a number of organisations.  This is particularly so in relation to Early Intervention services, and therapies.

All, with the exception of the four adult children, were receiving services from a Resource Teacher Vision.  Six of the children had previously attended Homai for schooling – four as residential students and two on a day basis.  

Funding sources identified for services and resources received included Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, Accident Compensation Commission, Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind, Care and Support Fund, Pearson Fund.

Parent Priorities and Aspirations for their Children

Parents expressed their priorities and aspirations for their children.  These included a wide range of areas with many focused on a quality education and their child’s future place in society.

To have dreams for their children was important to parents.  Such aspirations could be expressed through the partnership with their children’s educators:

The dream thing’s pretty relevant, you know.  It wasn’t till he had finished that anyone asked me.  We’d go to all these meetings – IEPs - and they’re talking about how much chalk he’s going to get and no one ever said, “What’s your dream?”  And I probably think people are starting to do that now.  So you actually get a picture of what families want their kids to do. 

And education was seen as an important vehicle to realising the dream.

Parents wanted their children to be accepted and not treated any differently to their peers.

Social acceptance I think is very important.  To be treated as normal, like no different to any other child.

For their children to be happy and motivated was important to parents.

Basically I’d just like him to be happy and accepted by his peers going through school, those transition periods going from pre-school to school, school to secondary school to be smooth.  To be happy.

Attitudes were seen to be key to opportunity and success in education, and the desire to effect attitudinal change was a recurring theme of this research.

Attitude is the number one and it starts from the BOT right down to the actual teacher aide.  

In the parents’ experience, if educators held positive expectations and saw the potential of the child, they perceived the goals for their child more likely to be met.  

A quality, holistic education was seen as the means to equip their children for future employment and living in community.  Such an education implies equal access and opportunity.

I suppose that my overall desire is that our daughter has automatic right to all aspects of the curriculum.  It is about empowerment.  She deserves access to what the other children that are mainstreamed have access to, albeit in an adapted way.  

Independence (or interdependence) for their child was a common priority for parents.  This was articulated in terms of aspects of their child’s education and in relation to the longer-term goal of living in community.

My hope is, he’ll leave home one day.  Ultimately we want him… well as much as we love him, having him around, and we’ve even built out the back, a place specially so that he can be semi-independent if necessary.  But really we would like him to move on because it’s a regular thing to do.  

To have choice – for their child and as a family – was primary.

I would like my child - and when I talk about my child, I talk about ourselves as a family too, because everything that affects him affects us as a family - to have choices and options.  

For their children to participate, to be fully included and to live in their community of choice was frequently expressed.  Above all, parents desired that their child had a meaningful place in society.

I want him to feel positive about himself and about the direction his life’s going to take, and that he is a worthwhile member of society, and can contribute.  
A Rationale for Change

For some years there has been a recognition that the dual system of service provision for children who are blind and low vision, under which the Ministry of Education directly funds Homai National School for the Blind and Low vision, and the Visual and Sensory Resource Centres through the host schools’ Boards of Trustees has resulted in barriers to developing and accessing services.  Under this system fragmentation of services has occurred with developments on somewhat of an ad hoc basis without a national overview, and an absence of national policies, guidelines and standards in Blindness and Low Vision Education.

Points which arose around existing services confirmed the need to expedite the development of TFO.

· Because of the present structure of the system for service provision, services seem brittle and under resourced throughout the country;

· There appears to be variable quality control and accountability;

· There are some significant barriers (e.g., gate-keeping) that are hindering access to services;

· There are significant governance issues at national, regional and local levels;

· Cost effectiveness could be improved;

· There are significant difficulties in both finding services and negotiating service provision for parents and families;

· There are territorial issues both nationally and regionally which need to be eliminated to improve service provision;

· There are questions about the lack of interface between the Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education with significant gaps in service provision apparent;

· There are concerns around the difficulties experienced by learners accessing effective service in the secondary school environment.  

Many parents felt tired with the struggle to gain an appropriate education for their children:

You’re always breaking new ground aren’t you?  You always feel like you have to cultivate the soil to make the next thing happen.  And it’s very tiring isn’t it?  It’s like you wish that it was already sitting there ready that you could step into it and it’s all go.  Like a lot of children are mainstreamed.  It’s just that that path just isn’t there.  

And they looked with hope to the Strategic Direction.

I am just sick of all the gate-keepers.  …And we keep asking for access.  We keep asking for resources. We keep asking.  All this information and gathering of data, I’ve been part of the process whenever it’s come up.  It’s time now for it to be put in place.  Because our children are not going to get a second chance at this.  It’s vital now.  And I think there’s enough expertise and information that’s been given already.  And I’m just really hoping that Homai, locally, regionally…  

Parent participants of the Focus Groups expressed a strong desire for a unified, nationally co-ordinated system for service delivery.

A Quality System for Service Provision

Parents were clear in what they looked for in a quality education system for their children and identified key elements (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Key Elements of a Quality System

Key Elements

Needs-based


Provides choice

Cohesiveness

Co-ordination


Consistency 


Stability

Equity



Commitment


Leadership 




Qualified skilled staff 
Collaborative teaming
Effective communication 

Accessibility

Adequate resourcing
Knowledge 




Information


Transparency

Accountability

Some Elements of a Quality System

Simply, parents want a system that meets their child’s needs.  An effective system was considered one which is constructed around the child – that is, the child is at the centre of the system and the system is developed in response to the child’s needs.  

A system which is both cohesive and consistent was seen to have the capacity to overcome barriers of fragmentation and inequity which currently exist.  The National Plan was seen to provide a foundation for the system.

Choice engendered by an array of service provision was considered paramount.  This included campus-based residential and day schooling, and services provided locally, regionally and nationally by educators with expertise in Blindness and Low Vision Education.  Parents frequently expressed the view that while they may not utilise a specific service it should be available for those who would because it is the best option for their child.  

TFO as a system that will ensure equal access and participation for children and young people was essential.  As one parent articulated:

At the end of the day the only thing we require is for children to access the curriculum the same as their peers.  We don’t ask for anything more or less.  It should just be a child’s right to go to school the same.

TFO is looked to, to provide equitable services as of right - not dependent on whether a parent has the skills of being a good advocate, where they live in New Zealand, the school children attend, attitudes of those within the school, or ‘on luck’.  A strategic direction at government level for the adoption of the National Plan and the Expanded Core Curriculum was advocated.

TFO was seen as key to consistency, as a means to bringing about an education system that will give high value, is professional, and will work in partnership with schools to ensure openness, accountability, and transparency with their parents.  

Resourcing 

A quality system requires adequate resourcing.  Equitable distribution with allocation across priority areas for each child was seen as fundamental.  Parents gave significance to education and saw this as an area to which government should give priority. It was felt that if children were adequately provided for, they would do well.

Parents expressed that they wanted to see levels of resourcing reflected in direct services to their children.  

The resourcing currently reaching their children was deemed inadequate.  It was perceived a more realistic resource would be required to underpin the new system. 

There was recognition that there is a finite resource, but also acknowledgement that the system needed to be streamlined to avoid duplication of services, loss of resource through bureaucracy, and be fully maximised to the benefit of children and young people’s education.  Channelling funding to hands-on teaching and interaction with each child was where parents’ priority lay.

Parents’ knowledge of education funding sources ranged from minimal to extensive.  Support for funding for Blindness and Low Vision Education Services to be held by TFO were motivated by:

· Funds being held by those knowledgeable in the education of children and young people who are blind and low vision;

· Accountability for ORRS funding;

· More likelihood of funding being spent on Expanded Core Curriculum areas essential to the learner.

As one parent observed, the Sector is not large and therefore it was deemed not difficult to develop a cohesive system and align resources to the child’s education need.

Largely, for parents, adequate resourcing equated to adequate supply of high quality specialist Blindness and Low Vision Education teachers (Resource Teachers Vision). 

Increased accountability and transparency were demanded for how funding was utilised in meeting the education needs of children and young people.  

Specialist Blindness and Vision Impairment Education Staffing

As one parent stated “The people are the key”.  Qualified, skilled educators in Blindness and Low Vision Education were recognised as those that would best give life to TFO.  Specialist teacher education at both the pre-service and post-graduate level was deemed to be the mechanism to equip teachers for their role.  That teachers would be proficient in their specialist area of expertise was considered a given.

And parents looked to teachers with passion and integrity for enhancing their children’s lives.

I think, one of the best things for me has been the people who are passionate about their jobs and have stuck to them through the hard times for us and for our children.  You know, it’s people with that passion for making life better for our children.  

Commitment was a quality valued by parents.  In addition to professional knowledge and expertise parents want teachers to be motivated for the right reasons.

Frustration was frequently articulated that many professionals who worked with children had no knowledge of the impact of vision impairment.  This included therapists, and teachers in ORRS positions who were providing a specialist service with no specialist qualification or experience. 

Parents wanted more recognition given to specialist Blindness and Low Vision Educators when it came to their input and recommendations.  Assessment and technology in particular were cited as areas that could be streamlined with less organisations and personnel involved.

Effective leadership of the new organisation was seen as critical to its success.

Employment 

There was support for a unified system which provided for governance and employment of Resource Teachers Vision.  The current attachment of Visual and Sensory Resource Centres to host schools was not seen as the best option for governance and employment.  Rather a national system, such as TFO, that is employing all teachers under the one umbrella was deemed to be the mechanism by which services could most effectively be provided to children and young people as well as affording better protection and management by those with knowledge in Blindness and Vision Impairment Education.  

Some also expressed that they would see benefits in extending this to TFO’s employment of ORRS teachers and teacher aides providing education to children and young people who are blind and low vision.

Parents vociferously articulated how the present employment arrangements were disadvantaging their children.  Difficulties arose because there are different bodies employing the educators who work with children.  There were issues with fragmentation, roles and responsibilities, and continuity.  
Teaming and Working Collaboratively 

A quality system provides for ready access to the child’s team. 

Effective communication, working collaboratively and the concept of a key worker that the parent felt comfortable with were strongly emphasised.  Overall, it was parents’ perspective that collaborative teaming, so essential to teaching and learning, was either non-existent or did not work well.  This experience was common and appeared irrespective of the placement of the child – that is, the lack occurred in both regular and special education settings. 

It’s the team approach.  That’s about a group of professionals – everyone – working as a team, talking to each other, knowing their roles.  And you actually need a key worker and it shouldn’t be the parent.  You actually get low on steam at times.  That whole holistic approach is a really good one but it’s still not consistently happening, sometimes because there are no professionals to be had.  There’s politics.  There’s negativity…  The system has got to get better….

The concept of the Visual or Sensory Resource Centres as a specialist one-stop-shop with co-location of the child’s team members was popular.  Core members of such a team were seen to be the Resource Teacher Vision, the Developmental Orientation and Mobility Specialist, and the Child and Family Worker.  

I think like a one-stop-shop where you have the O&M, you have a Speech Language Therapist, you have a physio, you have a technical expert on site to meet the specialist needs of our children.  

And clarity around the roles of those in the child’s IEP team was sought with an effective interface between regular and blindness education.

There needs to be a clear understanding in relation to each individual child what is going to be the role of the teacher aide, the role of the teacher, the role of the Resource Teachers Vision and how they can work together to really support that particular child.  

Effective communication was seen as a key driver for the system.  This included communication between the Education and Health Sectors, communication between families and educators, and communication between educators.

Working together, and the sharing of knowledge and information were key attributes repeatedly articulated across Focus Groups by numerous parents.

Information

Within a quality system, families experience ready access to knowledge and information, and the knowledge and information held by families is valued.

Many parents experienced difficulty finding out about services available and endorsed TFO as taking a lead role in the co-ordination and dissemination of such information.  It was a common theme throughout the Focus Groups.

Upon diagnosis some parents struggled to find services for their child:

The hard thing when you find out that your kid’s blind is that there’s no one there to tell you what to do.  And we struggled like hell.  …No one is telling you ”In your region is these and we will show you.”

For those already in the system access to up-to-date knowledge about services was also lacking.

Parents felt they were frequently left to seek out services for themselves.  A more proactive approach from service providers was sought.

Within the Focus Groups newer parents valued the knowledge and experiences of parents of older children.  Parent-to-parent sharing and systems to ensure schools new to educating blind and low vision learners were well supported were articulated.

In providing information services, it was considered that there would be core information that was applicable nationwide and information specific to regions.  Timeliness of information was important with parents requesting that information be readily available and explained in a way that is understood.

The parent of a young child sees the opportunities in the new system to provide for all children.

My daughter’s only four and we have to fight for everything that she’s got so far.  But we’ve got to get it through this time and it’s got to work.  This is a huge opportunity, so we’ve got to be vocal and we’ve got to really, you know, dream high, really say what you want for your kids because you know we’ve got to make it work this time.  ‘Cause we’ve got quite a few young ones here and it’s time that things changed.

In summary, a quality system is one which parents deem:

· Meets the needs of their child, and captures their learning potential;

· Results in parents who are empowered;

· Delivers access to services, information and knowledge to children and families, 

· Provides children and young people access to and participation in curriculum and education opportunities commensurate to peers;

· Maintains high expectations of what children and young people can achieve;

· Results in positive education outcomes – a system where children succeed. 

The Services

Services were considered in relation to those proposed in the Strategic Direction and what parents perceived were priorities for their children.  Services identified in the future network of services include: Assessment and Teaching Services; Immersion and Residential Services; Professional Support Services; and Administration Services.
Early Intervention was identified as a vital service.  It provides a foundation for both child development and learning.  Parents of 19 children who were currently in the Early Childhood Sector were participants in the Focus Groups.  The children of the large majority of participants had received Early Intervention Services although some parents of older children reported that at the time these services had been non-existent, minimal or inadequate.

Early Intervention was seen as making a significant difference to a child’s development and was deemed to be a service which should be readily available nationwide.

It is the most important part of any process really.  With my son getting that help right from the beginning has been the best we’ve ever been.  Because they put you on the path to which way you are going to take, and they give you choices of course, and it’s up to you to make that choice, but they point you in the right direction.  So if he didn’t have it from an early age I don’t think we’d be now sitting in a place we are, where everything is bumping along reasonably well.  

Regional Services and Resource Teachers Vision 

Resource Teachers Vision provide a diverse range of services both locally and regionally.  Parents endorsed the regional services outlined, the work areas of Resource Teachers Vision detailed in the Strategic Direction proposal, and expressed enthusiasm for the development of regional Early Intervention Services in Blindness and Vision Impairment Education and duplication of the Kickstart Programme.  While there was recognition that services provided from a national campus were appropriate, there was a preference, where possible, for services to be provided locally and/or regionally.  

In all Focus Groups, Resource Teachers Vision were affirmed as essential to learners’ education, and they were frequently nominated by parents as the best aspect of all services received by their children.  This is reflected in the comment below:

The best is certainly the Visual Resource Teachers or RTVs, there’s no doubt about that, I mean they’ve just given a brilliant service. 

An increase in the number of Resource Teachers Vision throughout the country was a universal recommendation.  

I feel there should be more teachers for the visually impaired.  Their workload being attached to the average 38 pupils I think, is not good.  

We want six in ___!

Parents wanted Resource Teachers Vision to teach.  In this way they considered that their children would be ensured ready access to the Expanded Core Curriculum.

I’d like them to have the time to be teachers, you know, giving the full amount of time that they should to the children.

National Campus Schooling      

There was strong support for choice in educational placement with the current array of options being retained and further developed for the future, including campus-based schooling.

· The majority of parents considered that a full schooling option be available on the national campus to any child or young person eligible for services, both on a day and a residential basis.

· Some parents indicated that there was a strong likelihood of their accessing a full schooling option now or in the future.  

· The majority of parents indicated that this would not be an option which they would utilise for their child.

Residential Provision

Residential provision was also discussed separate to schooling.  Parents emphasised that high quality staff knowledgeable in blindness and low vision, and in children with complex-interrelated needs was required for any residential service.  They were unanimous in their view that quality care in any facility provided by TFO was critical to sending their children off and entrusting them to other people.  They strongly endorsed residential provision for short-term immersion courses and emphasised that their children’s participation would be contingent upon a safe environment.  Parents wanted their children to have the opportunity to be exposed to a range of activities in such an environment with people that understand what their needs are.

I would need to feel very secure about the level of residential care if it was going to be away from home.

Short Term Immersion Courses

Short Term Immersion Programmes were considered in relation to areas of the Expanded Core Curriculum, the Regular Curriculum, and areas such as research and study, transition and peer support.

In this context, literature defines short-term variously as less than a year (DeMott, 1993), and as one-to-two weeks for specific curriculum courses, and three-to-ten months for addressing a wider range of needs of individual learners (MacCuspie et al, 1993).

Short-term immersion courses are proposed in the Strategic Direction, whereby a number of learners with like-education needs would come together for a period of intensive and specific teaching and learning.  It is a means of recognising that for blind and low vision learners there is a second, specific set of skills which provide the foundation to access to the regular curriculum and to developing skills for independence.  And in such an environment there is the opportunity for peer support, sharing the issues and strategies in living with blindness or low vision.

Overall, there was a high degree of support for short-term immersion courses and parents expressed their enthusiasm for the proposal.  

I think that’s a great idea and I think on-campus would be good because since the kids are all mainstreamed it gives them a chance to be with other kids with the same problems.  And where they feel in a safe environment.  And even if they don’t like whatever it is – Music or Maths – I think they tend to enjoy it more because they’re competing and socialising with their peers, not sighted kids.  

In focussing on specific areas for short-term immersion courses parents were asked to consider two aspects:

· Should this provision be available

· If it were available would they see their child’s participation either now or in the future

Table 1:  Short Term Immersion Courses in the Expanded Core Curriculum

	Expanded Core Curriculum Area
	Parent Indication

	
	Available
	Own Child Attend

	Vocational and career skills
	95%
	86%

	Developmental orientation and mobility
	91%
	77%

	Life Skills (TDL)
	91%
	77%

	Communication
	91%
	50%

	Sport and recreation
	82%
	68%

	Social skills
	82%
	64%

	Technology
	73%
	64%

	Affective (emotional) development
	68%
	59%

	Independence skills
	55%
	55%

	Visual skills
	55%
	27%

	Concept development
	36%
	36%

	Listening skills
	23%
	23%

	Physical abilities
	9%
	9%


Overall, the preference was for courses to be held as close to the child’s home area as possible, but there was also an awareness of economy of scale and the size of the learner population which would tend to favour national courses.  It was seen that within TFO those holding the courses could be drawn from throughout the system.  
Developments Achieved to Date

Over the past eighteen months significant developments have taken place.  The future organisation has evolved as the Blind and Low vision Education Network NZ (BLENNZ) which has been in existence since the beginning of 2005.  Strong foundations have been laid from which this new entity can grow.  

The BLENNZ Board maintains a Reference Group to support the Board and the Principal (Gwen Nagel who was appointed in September 2004) to implement the new direction.  This group formed seven Working Parties (Resource Teachers Vision, Support Staff, Immersion Courses, Eligibility, ICT, Website, and Property) these were the prime vehicles for progressing this new organisation. 

Key areas of development have included:

Name
Following extensive consultation and input from the Maori Language Commission, the name Blind and Low Vision Education Network (NZ) Te Kōtuituinga Mātauranga Pura o Aotearoa was recommended for the new network and approved by Ministry of Education.
Governance
Throughout the year, the BLENNZ Board has worked to ascertain options for governance which reflect both the special character of BLENNZ and its national community.  A discussion paper has been developed by the Board which will be widely circulated and feedback invited.  Following general consensus, a governance proposal will be submitted to the Minister of Education for approval.  It is aimed to have the new constitution in place in time for the April 2007 Board elections.

Charter
The inaugural BLENNZ Charter was developed and submitted to the Ministry of Education.  Based on consultation which took place over the previous three years, the Charter describes the nature and special character of BLENNZ, its vision, mission, and values, and the services provided.  The Strategic Plan for 2005-2007 is scoped, with priority areas and expected outcomes for 2005 detailed in the Annual Plan.  

Staffing
In January, the Ministry of Education and NZEI reached agreement on the process for the transfer of management of Visual Resource Centres from their current host schools, initially to Homai, then the new BLENNZ.  By 1st February, the new network of services was underway with the employment of Resource Teachers Vision, and Support Staff from across the country.  Some specialist teacher hours have also been transferred from regular schools to BLENNZ to ensure appropriate intervention from qualified staff.
Appointments were also made to four new Resource Teacher Vision positions based in Auckland, New Plymouth, Palmerston North and Nelson.  These positions included an early childhood focus.
Professional Development
In support of staff of the new network, a whole of BLENNZ programme of professional development was commenced to develop strong teaming and leadership.  Led by Tony Burkin of Interlead, visioning, team development and performance management formed the initial focus of the workshops.  A national system for performance management and appraisal, currently being implemented, was an outcome of the programme which will continue over two years.

Service Development


The Assessment and Teaching Services Strand

This service now encompasses the twelve visual and sensory resource centres.  While the infrastructure for regional network is not in place, regional networking is evident across all three regions, Northern, Central North, and Southern.  ‘Regional Networking Days’ in which staff from each of the Visual Resource Centres participate, have resulted in professional development opportunities, strategic planning sessions resulting in regional and centre based goals linked to the Charter’s Strategic Plan.  In addition, the regional structure has led to increased sharing of physical resources and staff expertise.  Also evident has been greater collaboration between the regional staff and the national assessment team, who are now using audio conferences to link staff during assessment weeks to share information and expertise.

School, Immersion and Residential Services

During the first half of 2005 the immersion programme initiative was scoped and a framework for collaborative planning developed.  In the latter part of the year, five pilot immersion programmes were held.  These were: Senior Music; New BrailleNote Users; Junior Music Course & Parent Education; Transition to Tertiary; and Internet Access for BrailleNote Users.  Students who attended ranged in age from 6 years – 19 years and included both blind and low vision learners.  The courses ranged from one day to one week in length and took place both within term time and during term break.

Initial evaluation and reporting reflects short term gains were made in both the skills and self confidence of participants across each of the programmes.  In 2006 we seek to build on the experience of last years activities.  Some programmes will be available again and several new initiatives will be piloted.  

The school continues to be an option for students as a short end medium term placement either as a day placement or residential basis.  Discussion is currently underway between regional and national campus staff to identify what, how and when the resources of the campus school could be utilised to support learners achieve optimum outcomes.

The immersion courses and other new initiatives are providing an opportunity for residential services to reflect on the skills that they have and what they can offer in support of this new initiative.  Staff are exploring their potential to provide both residential services and participate in parent education programmes.

Administration Services

Previously isolated staff and centres are benefiting from the support offered in the new network.  The practical user friendly approach adopted by the Manager of this service has smoothed what could have been a very trying path.

The website is emerging as an effective vehicle for conveying and gathering information across the national community of BLENNZ.  

Implementation Pathway

It is vital that sustainable resourcing, including adequate staffing, underpins the services of the BLENNZ national network.  To this end BLENNZ has worked intensively with Ministry of Education with the aim of embedding BLENNZ in policy, and the development of new resourcing models.  
A Ministry of Education representative has been assigned to work specifically on the development of the Blind and Low Vision Network of Service.  His role is to facilitate progress and communication between the various divisions within the ministry, which have formed a ministry Steering Group, supporting senior management as the network of services is operationalised.

It is acknowledged that the process is one of evolution not revolution.  It is anticipated that while the core staff were in place from February 2005 the services will continue to be phased in over a three year period.  To date three of the four strands of the organisation have been initiated: Assessment and Teaching Services; School, Immersion and Residential Services and Administration Services.  The fourth strand Professional Support Services will be developed as resources become available.

Conclusion 

Research is a strategic approach to knowledge creation.  The information contained within this research report provides an evidence base intended to inform both policy and practice.  It presents the knowledge and ways of understanding of eighty parents of children who are blind and low vision.  

In particular, this research is to inform policy and practice in relation to the development of services for the education of children and young people who are blind and low vision, and to support decision making in relation to their proposed framework for provision. 

There is increasing recognition of the role of the wider organisational and systemic contexts within which evidence is used: systems do not exist in isolation, service providers and practitioners do not work in isolation, and changing roles and expectations need to be recognised in the way learning is supported.  

Parents across the country have spoken, clearly articulating their aspirations for their children and young people, the information and services they require, the manner in which services should be provided, how agencies could enhance services, and the range of ways in which services could be accessed and provided.  The voice of parents must continue to be listened to if services are to achieve positive outcomes for learners and their families.  The challenge for BLENNZ is to establish a range of mechanisms to sustain engagement with it’s diverse parent community.
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