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Background

New Zealand has a population of approximately 4 million people.  It is a similar size to Great Britain, and consists of two main islands (simply known as the North and the South Island), and a number of small islands including Stewart, Chatham and Pitt Islands.  To drive from one end of the country to the other would take more than a day, with a three hour ferry trip between the islands.  There are four main cities with a third of the population living in Auckland in the far north.

At the beginning of the New Zealand journey blindness education services were delivered through thirteen autonomous providers including Homai National School for the Blind and Vision Impaired, and twelve Visual and Sensory Resource Centres which are based in cities across the country.  The Royal New Zealand Foundation of Blind (RNZFB), a national charitable organisation, also provides a range of services to children including accessible format material production, Developmental Orientation and Mobility, Developmental Adaptive Daily Living, recreational and peer support activities and access to child and family social workers and deafblind co-ordinators.

The sector has strong advocacy organisations including, Parents of Vision Impaired (PVI NZ Inc), the Association of Blind Citizens (ABC) and Ngati Kapo.  The Vision Education Agency (VEA), a Charitable Trust, is contracted by the Ministry of Education to provide advice and information and to act as a conduit to the sector. VEA is governed by a Board which reflects the various sector groups.

Population of learners

In New Zealand there are approximately 1,350 learners who are blind or low vision ranging in age from birth to the end of secondary schooling.  There are children at various age levels with 20 % at Early Childhood (0 - 5 yrs), 54 % at Primary (5 – 13 yrs) and 26 % at Secondary (12 – up to 21 yrs) levels.  17% of learners are blind, 81% low vision, 2% deafblind and 36% are blind or low vision with additional disabilities.

The community is culturally diverse with learner ethnicity being predominantly New Zealand European at 64%, with 22% Maori (indigenous people, Tangatawhenua), Samoan 3%, Tongan 1%, Cook Is Maori 1%, Nuiean 1%, Chinese 1%, and Indian 2%.  Auckland city has the largest Polynesian population in the South Pacific.  Learners reside in both urban and rural settings across New Zealand.  

Students are eligible to attend school until the age of nineteen however students with special education needs may continue to be eligible until twenty-one years of age.  The majority of learners attend their local school or early childhood setting and are provided with blindness education services through Resource Teachers Vision who offer an itinerant service.  A small number of learners receive their education at Homai, the national school campus or reside at Homai while attending the local secondary school (Manurewa High School) which has a Visual Resource Centre on site. 

Determining the destination

Parents had expressed their concerns about: the difficulty they experienced in identifying and accessing services; professionals acting as gate keepers to services; what appeared to be territorial issues both at national and regional levels; the lack of collaboration between professionals; and inconsistency of practice and protocols across the various service providers.  Of significant concern to parents was, the high learner: Resource Teacher Vision ratios.  Parents were strongly advocating for change that would remove these barriers to accessing quality services. 

Throughout 2003 the Homai Board worked in conjunction with Ministry and the VEA to develop a new strategic direction for the school.   A Limited Statutory Manager was provided by the Ministry to support the Board through this process.  The outcome was a paper in August 2003 outlining the Homai National School for the Blind and Vision Impaired Strategic Direction Proposals.  In this strategy the school became the vehicle around which the new unified system would be formed.  The future organisation described in the proposal, which came to be fondly referred to as ‘TFO’ short for the future organisation, offered parents the cohesive service model that they had been seeking.
What followed was a number of processes to ascertain the validity of the proposal.  These included the development of the strategic proposal was followed by a major consultation round, which provided an opportunity for the entire blindness education community to give feedback and ask questions.  Public meetings were held in cities across the country with Homai School, VEA, Ministry, and sector group representatives present at each meeting.  Provision was subsequently made for formal submissions, in response to the proposal, and groups were offered the opportunity to present these orally at Homai.  The submissions were collated by an independent consultant and a report submitted to the Homai Board.

At the same time VEA was commissioned by Homai to undertake research into the parents’ perspective of the proposed new direction.  So in conjunction with each of the consultation meetings, focus groups were held.  The outcomes of these are shared in the Report on the Proposed Strategic Direction for the Education of Blind and Vision Impaired Children and Young People: A Parent Perspective, also being presented at this conference.  This work culminated in a report to the Homai Board which came out in January 2004 and continues to inform service development.

The Ministry also requested an external curriculum review to ascertain the links between the national and expanded core curriculum.  This was carried out by Dr Carolyn Palmer of Flinders University (Adelaide, Australia) in conjunction with two New Zealand consultants from Multi Serve Education Trust.  

A literature review was carried out by Gwen Nagel, entitled the Proposed Network For

Education Services For Blind And Vision Impaired Learners In New Zealand: What The

Literature Says?  

This was presented to the Homai Board in May 2004 to support them in their deliberations around service development.
These significant pieces of work were completed by the middle of 2004 carried out in response to Homai’s strategic direction proposal were completed.  What emerged was general support from across the blindness education sector for the proposed strategic direction and affirmation of the place of the expanded core curriculum, and the proposed service development outlined in the strategy.  This led to the Ministry of Education endorsing the strategic direction of the Homai Board.  The evolution could begin.

The compass

So what were the blindness education sector groups and the Ministry in agreement with?  Firstly, a vision for blindness education services which states that: 

All blind and low vision learners will maximise their potential for growth, independence,integration and participation through appropriate quality education.

Secondly, a new structure which would create a national network of services amalgamating all existing blindness education services into one organisation with four service strands as follows:

· Assessment and Teaching

· School, Immersion and Residential 

· Professional Support and 

· Administration

Assessment and Teaching Services

This service would draw together the existing regional teaching services and amalgamate the national assessment team.  It provided for assessments to be available through specialised transdisciplinary teams involving professionals, knowledgeable in the developmental and educational implications of blindness and low vision, working in partnership with families.  Assessment would be available from the National Education Assessment Services (NEAS), usually campus based, but provide also for NEAS working off-campus in collaboration with regional teams, and most frequently the Visual Resource Centre services offering assessment in the learner’s community.

Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ would provide the majority of its teaching and assessment services through Resource Teachers Vision based at Visual Resource Centres.

Key services were to include:

· Assessment and evaluation;

· Early intervention services offered in the home and centre based where numbers make this viable. Such centre-based programmes should not exclude opportunities for children to attend regular early childhood centres; 

· Direct programmes of teaching and learning in the Expanded Core Curriculum in support of access to and participation in Te Whāriki and the New Zealand Curriculum for children in their early childhood centres and local schools;  

· Consultation with early childhood and class teachers, other professionals and relevant agencies; 

· Professional development for teachers and paraprofessionals;

· Education and support programmes for parents;

· Provision of accessible format materials;

· Resource and equipment banks.

Tasks carried out by support staff employed by the Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ in each Centre may include: 

· Administration tasks in support of Resource Teachers Vision;

· Information dissemination;

· Preparation of accessible format resources; and

· Organising and supporting volunteers.

Visual Resource Centre staff provide collegial support, teaming, a transdisciplinary approach to service provision and work in collaboration with families, regular and specialist educators.  Specialists may include those with skills and expertise in Deafblind Education, Orientation and Mobility, Life Skills, Child and Family work, and working with Maori whanau, and Pasifika families.  Relationships with the RNZFB Children’s Services, Accessible Format Production, and Local Service Offices would be effective, ensuring cohesive and collaborative provision of services.

Each Centre would continue to develop strong relationships with relevant health providers, such as Low Vision Clinics, Disability Support Services, needs assessment services and audiology services.

School, Immersion and Residential Services

School, immersion and residential services would be available at the national campus and may also be available off-site.  Children may attend the national campus when it is identified through the IEP process as the most appropriate educational placement.  

In a low incidence population, the immersion services would provide opportunities for intensive programmes, mentoring and peer support in areas of the expanded core curriculum for example: 

- 
Braille – literacy, numeracy, science, music

- 
Life Skills (in conjunction with RNZFB)

- 
Assistive Technology

- 
Support in regular curriculum areas, especially where there is an emphasis on spatial and/ or visual elements (e.g., maths, science, geography);

Also included in this service strand was the:

· Development of satellite classes;

· Residential facilities for children attending assessment, a specialist secondary school programme, short term immersion courses, and longer term programmes of teaching and learning.  This includes students attending the local secondary school which has a Visual Resource Centre;

· Education and support programmes for families and whanau;

· Deafblind educational services;

· Transition services and programmes;  

· Peer support programmes in conjunction with RNZFB.

Professional Support Services 

The Professional Support Services, may be provided from the national campus but those who carry out the activities may be based at other centres or resourced by staff from other centres.  They include:

· Research and development;

· Ongoing development of the National Plan;

· Expanded Core Curriculum development;

· Development of publications;

· Programmes of professional development;

· Innovation in assistive technology;

· Planning and future forecasting, in conjunction with VEA;

· Library and information services in conjunction with RNZFB;

· Development of a national resource bank in conjunction with VEA;

· Working collaboratively with the RNZFB to ensure best use and timely provision of accessible format instructional materials;

· Promotion of distance learning through web site development and computer based networking;

· Identifying opportunities through Ministry and other education initiatives;

· Teaching practicum support;

· Links to other organisations such as tertiary Institutions 

Administration 

The fourth strand was the Administration strand which supports all staff in service provision and draws into the national network the support staff and accessible format producers based at each of the regional centres and Homai National School.  It was intended that the future organisation (TFO) would have an infrastructure that supported it’s national character.

All parties agreed that there was a need for greater collaboration between and improved communication across all parties in the blindness education sector and including the ministry.

Achievements to date

What have been the achievements to date?  It is very pleasing to report that the long awaited future organisation is emerging.  In February 2005 the Resource Teachers Vision, along with their support staff, transferred into the future organisation, now known as BLENNZ, the Blind and Low vision Education Network NZ.  BLENNZ has developed a charter which reflects the national character of the organisation, with annual goals identified through a consultation process to ensure that the national, regional and local levels of the organisation are reflected.  

Parents had indicated that they wanted a seamless service.  BLENNZ has responded by making changes in response to the research on parents’ perspectives.  For example the national assessment team has adapted approaches to provide greater collaboration between the local and national staff, with audio conferencing, staff participation and outreach assessments available.  This is proving beneficial for all parties, supporting the capacity of regional assessment teams and building education-health linkages. Through the vehicle of national and regional team meetings BLENNZ has been working with staff to align national policies, procedures and practices.   Many more opportunities have been provided and work undertaken to build relationships between the staff of BLENNZ and across its sector partners, in particular the RNZFB.  

The Resource Teachers Vision both in the regions and on the national campus, continue to support learners on a daily basis.  To complement the work of the teaching staff, the immersion courses are now being delivered.  Students from across the country are coming together for intensive courses including:

· Braillenote courses 

· Maths for Braille users

· Life skills – meal preparation, clothes organisation and care

· Laptops for low vision learners

· Senior music – Braille music and performance skills

· Junior music for parents and children

· Services - development and access, information for parents

Documents such as Stepping Stones: Guidelines to the Expanded Core Curriculum, the Review of Curriculum, Guidelines for Collage Production Aotearoa New Zealand and The Teaming Document (which provides protocols for the local blindness education providers of BLENNZ and RNZFB), are in a tangible way, supporting the staff of BLENNZ, RNZFB and local educational settings.   

Communication across both BLENNZ and allied agencies has been enhanced with local teams meeting more frequently, regional meetings held termly and more opportunities provided to work with colleagues from across the new organisation.  Information has been made available to parents in a variety of forms.  A website has been developed and newsletters are going out to all families across the country on a termly basis.  Material has been developed for parents and regular educators to complement the Expanded Core Curriculum resource Stepping Stones.   A comprehensive brochure has been developed to inform parents, following initial diagnosis, of the range of services available to them.  

A comprehensive professional development programme has been established to support BLENNZ staff as they develop a shared vision for the new organisation.  A new performance management cycle is in place following consultation with staff.  There has also been a focus on growing the leadership skills of senior staff across the network to enable them to take their place as the future leaders of BLENNZ.  

Management has worked on a broad based collaborative model ensuring that all members of the team have an opportunity to contribute to decision making.  The fruits of these efforts is evident now whenever staff meet, a new climate exists, one that is much more supportive than in the past. Staff are beginning to build trust and gain the confidence to share and support each other.  The scene is now set for open dialogue, to reflect on practice and engage in challenging conversations that will support quality service provision. 

Barriers encountered on the way

Change, by its very nature, results in uncertainty and can be very challenging.  There are elements of service delivery which are still unfolding or undergoing reconfiguration. 

It has taken time to build trust across the various teams.  Trust continues to grow as opportunities are provided for staff to meet and work face to face.  The culture and language of staff is shifting, the terms ‘US’ and ‘THEM’ are heard rarely now and “WE’ is being heard more often.  
Where to from here 

There is always more to be achieved, the new service strands will continue to develop and build, exploring how they may work more effectively to meet student need.  The Professional Support Service is yet to be established, it is anticipated that this will be formed in the near future.  As resources become available the organisational infrastructure will be further developed.  
Currently the network is focusing on the development of its ICT infrastructure and professional development for staff is being scoped in ICT for a three year period.  Further Website development is planned.  Property development is a priority for some parts of the organisation with the Homai campus in urgent need of redevelopment and several regional resource centres requiring relocation.    

Resourcing remains a key issue.  Teacher learner ratios are too low and resourcing mechanisms are not aligned with the new service model.  To effect change BLENNZ continues to engage with the Ministry of Education, who have formed a small high level working group to explore how the current situation can be resolved.  A sustainable resourcing model is a priority for placement on the Ministry’s workplan.

What was learnt on the way  
A great deal has been achieved in New Zealand and much has been learnt on the way.  Lessons learnt have included:

· Blindness education groups achieve more when they work in collaboration 

· Working parties have been an effective way of operationalising BLENNZ - teams do achieve more

· Take every opportunity to engage and inform others, assume nothing

· Seek first to understand

· Gather learner data to increase knowledge of learners & their education needs 

· Be informed by those receiving and providing services 

· The drivers behind those that make decisions and allocate resources

· Hold out for the long term solution, as short term solutions will come back to haunt you.

· Pragmatism can be sensible – but not at the cost of your principles

· Be realistic and work with what you have, but don’t let go of the dream and

· Always place children and families at the centre of all your challenging discussions.

New Zealand is on an exciting journey.  Already learners, families and staff are benefiting from the positive changes that are unfolding.  The best is yet to come as policy and resourcing are reconfigured to more effectively support the services required by learners.
Conclusion

I would like to conclude with an extract from the BLENNZ Annual Report which was presented in May 2006.  Gwen Nagel in her Principal’s Report stated:

“In giving the first Annual Report of BLENNZ, it would seem appropriate to reflect on the words of Rollo May: 

The hallmark of courage in our age of conformity is the capacity to stand on one’s convictions – not obstinately or defiantly…  But simply because these are what one believes.

These words are meaningful because I believe that BLENNZ is a community of courage, made up of people who passionately believe in education and in what they are doing.  Our beliefs have been so evident in what has been done over this past year – the achievements of our students, the striving for equity and a quality education for all children, our strong belief in what children can achieve and become, and  our commitment to working in collaboration across BLENNZ with parents and our sector partners.   2005 has seen BLENNZ take on substance and grow.” 

BLENNZ has been a decade in the making, foundations are now being laid for the decades to come.  Thank you for the opportunity to share our progress with you.
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