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EDUCATION AND CULTURE COMMITTEE 
 
Inquiry into attainment of school pupils with a sensory impairment – Call for 
views 
 
The Committee is holding a short inquiry to consider how the attainment levels of 
school pupils with a hearing and/or a visual impairment can be improved.  We invite 
you to give us concise and specific suggestions about what could be done to 
improve the attainment of children with a sensory impairment. 
 
The deadline for responses is Wednesday 29 April 2015.  
 
In East Renfrewshire, almost all children with a sensory impairment are educated in 
mainstream establishments; all children for whom a sensory impairment is their only 
additional support need perform as well as and, in some cases, better than their 
peers without a sensory impairment and this has been the case since close 
monitoring of their attainment on an authority basis began in 2008.  
 
There are many positives for children and young people with a sensory impairment 
supported in East Renfrewshire schools.  

 We hold comprehensive data on the attainment of all children through 
analysis of baseline, standardised tests at P3, P5, P7 and S2, SQA results 
and now in its second year, developmental milestones. This data is collated 
by the authority’s Education Management and Improvement Service and a 
Senior Educational Psychologist with specialised knowledge of sensory 
impairment. The educational psychologist uses this information in discussion 
with sensory impairment staff to help target support and intervention and 
monitor progress over time. The sensory impairment staff also use other 
assessments for language development to identify specific gaps.  

 Children and young people with a visual impairment have the support of a 
Mobility Officer at points of transition and for developing independence. 

 Children and young people with a hearing impairment have the support of an 
educational audiologist. 

 The authority ensures that up to date equipment to enable children and young 
people with a sensory impairment to fully access the curriculum is made 
available to them.  

 Some children and young people have other barriers to their learning. All 
educational establishments in the authority operate a staged intervention 
approach for planning to meet needs and specialist staff participate in 
planning and review alongside school and nursery colleagues. 

 Our sensory impairment teachers regularly deliver high quality awareness 
raising and training for teachers and Pupil Support Assistants who work 
directly with children and young people which is very well received. Staff are 
aware of the need to have high expectations of learners while understanding 
how their impairment can impact on their learning, such as concentration 
fatigue. 

 The service supports and empowers children and young people to make their 
views known through a ‘Getting It Right For Me’ so that staff are aware of how 
their impairment impacts on their learning. 
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 Our Sensory Impairment Service holds regular Friendship groups for children 
from across the authority to meet others who have a similar impairment so 
they know they are not alone in what they are experiencing. 

 For children and young people with a visual impairment, liaison with health 
colleagues is working very well with the introduction of Functional Vision 
clinics, Low Vision Aid clinics and the Visual Impairment Resource Group. 

 For children and young people with a hearing impairment, there is good 
sharing of information between audiology departments and teachers of those 
with a hearing impairment. 

 The Sensory Impairment Service has developed strong links with the Royal 
National Institute for the Blind, Visibility Scotland and the National Deaf 
Children’s Society which has helped to enhance children and young people’s 
experience and participation. 

 
In discussion with the staff of the Sensory Support Service and their link senior 
educational psychologist, the following suggestions were put forward as ways in 
which the attainment levels of school pupils with a hearing and/or a visual 
impairment can be improved. 
 
 

 There should be greater focus on early intervention as more children are 
being diagnosed with hearing losses via new born hearing screening.  

 There are many more children being diagnosed with a conductive hearing 
loss who display auditory processing disorder (APD) type difficulties; these 
children could benefit from programmes worked on at home and in the school 
or nursery. Children with conductive losses also benefit from the fitting of 
hearing devices such as hearing aids and radio aid/soundfield systems to 
support listening. 

 Children with suspected APD are not tested until they are seven and there 
should be interventions before then. Many children with cognitive visual 
impairment (CVI) also make good progress if supported early enough. 

 While information sharing is good from hospital audiology departments, the 
same is not true if children and young people are seen at ear, nose and throat 
(ENT) departments and as a result, some learners with HI are not known to 
the service. A community audiology referral pathway should be developed. 

 While developments in technology have had considerable positive impact for 
all learners, accessibility options for VI are still not standard on networked 
computers in schools; each computer has to be set individually and these 
settings are lost after another person has logged on.  

 Wifi should be available in all educational establishments to support staff to 
upload apps, texts and materials. 

 Scotland should consider the introduction of building guidelines such as 
Building Bulletin 93 which is mandatory in England. New builds should not 
feature open plan which can be a challenging environment for learners with a 
range of other additional support needs, not only sensory impairment. 

 The government should consider introducing a ‘Deaf Friendly ‘and a ‘VI 
Friendly’ award or accreditation for educational establishments along the lines 
of Sports Scotland’s Gold Sports award which has no cost and is not overly 
bureaucratic to pursue. As with other suggestions, a deaf or VI friendly 
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approach benefits a range of learners, not only those with sensory 
impairment. 

 Sensory impairment awareness should be a mandatory part of training for 
senior managers. 

 Teachers who have a VI or HI qualification should have accreditation above 
the Professional Standard and there should be incentives to encourage more 
teachers to undertake the training. 
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Information from annual Report to Parliament on implementing the additional 
support legislation 

Scottish Ministers report to Parliament annually on the Implementation of the 
Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (as amended).  As a 
result of this reporting, there is  a more accurate view of the numbers of children and 
young people identified as having a sensory impairment in Scottish education.  The 
four years of reporting by Scottish Ministers has begun to establish patterns in the 
more accurate identification and recording of the numbers of children and young 
people with sensory impairments.  Overall, we are improving the quality of 
information and data and are able now  to identify informative developments 
regarding outcomes for children and young people with additional support needs.  
 
Numbers of children and young people 

The Report to Parliament offers information on numbers of learners with hearing 
impairment, visual impairment and children and young people who are deaf blind. 
From 2012 to 2015, the annual report to Parliament records that schools have 
continued to identify an increasing number of children and young people with hearing 
impairment as an additional support need.  Within these four annual reports, 
numbers of children and young people identified with a hearing impairment in 
schools increased from 1990 to 2534.  Similarly, the numbers identified with an 
additional support need arising from a visual impairment have increased from 2593 
to 3544 children and young people.  
 
Attainment  
 
The annual report to Parliament by Scottish Ministers identifies attainment for school 
leavers in two forms. There are the overall average tariff scores and nature and level 
of qualifications. The tariff score gives an overall totality of awards through the 
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) and the rating of a basket of 
awards at whatever level.  The second set of figures gives an account of what 
awards young people leaving school gained at the different levels of course awards 
from National 2 to Advanced Higher.   
 
The data shows that young people with a hearing impairment are gaining more and 
more qualifications in more subjects. This leads to increases in overall average tariff 
scores. In terms of hearing impairment there may be evidence of closing the gap in 
attainment.  In 2010/11 the overall attainment of deaf learners was 57% of the 
national average while in 2011/12 it was 68% and 72% of the overall national 
average  in 2012/13.   These figures continue to highlight that more can be done to 
close the gap for those with hearing impairment. 
 
In terms of visual impairment there is less clear evidence of narrowing the gap in 
attainment and no clear continued upward improvement in overall quality of 
attainment. The gap in attainment for young people with visual impairment compared 
to the national average has remained consistently  around 60% over the past three 
years.  The average level of tariff scores for young people with visual impairment has  
not shown much change over the last 3 years.  
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Positive destinations 
  
Overall the numbers gaining the positive destination of  higher and further education 
for young people with hearing impairment and those with a visual impairment are 
above national averages.  The national average of attending higher and further 
education is 64% in 2012/13 and it is 68% for both hearing and visually impaired.   
The breakdown of numbers across higher education and further education is that 
nationally 36% of young people gain the positive destination of higher education 
while nationally 28% go on to further education. For those with a hearing impairment 
it is 18% and 50% while for those with a visual impairment it is 20% and 48% of 
young people.  
 
In the three year period the numbers of visually impaired young people continuing in 
higher and further education has risen from 86 to 138 while for hearing impaired it 
has risen from 58 to 139 young people. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We cannot be complacent about the attainment of a number of differing groups in 
Scottish education.  In Scotland, we are an improving system of education and 
outcomes continue to rise. While there is still an attainment gap that is too wide for 
those with sensory impairments, evidence suggests that the gap may be closing for 
those with hearing impairment but for  those with a visual impairment it remains a 
more stable percentage of the national average.  In terms of numbers we now know 
more and more young people with additional support needs arising from a visual or 
hearing impairment are gaining an improving number and level of awards and 
gaining entry to higher and further education.  
 
Education authorities and schools need  to continue to identify and assess and 
record children and young people with additional support needs including sensory 
impairments. Such recording can take account of levels of needs of different 
learners.  
 
Education authorities and schools also need to track and monitor progress in 
achievement and attainment more robustly for children and young people at risk of 
missing out, such as those with an additional support need including sensory 
impairment. 
 
There is also a need for education authorities and schools to continue to improve 
inclusive environments and to raise awareness of the risks linked to aspects of 
disabilities and additional support needs including sensory impairment. 
 
Further work should be undertaken within the literacy strategy for children with 
additional support needs,  including sensory impairment to contribute to improving 
outcomes in literacy and language. 
 
Education Scotland can consider ways to improve practice further through offering  
examples of good practice and professional learning resources, to continue  to work 
in partnership with schools and local authorities to build capacity, and supporting 
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schools to raise attainment for all including those with additional support needs and 
sensory impairments.   
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Education and Culture Committee 

Attainment of school pupils with a sensory impairment 
Call for Evidence 

 
Fife Council: Education and Children’s Services 
Improving educational attainment for deaf learners 

 

GETTING IT RIGHT AT THE START (EARLY YEARS) 

Background information 
Getting it right from the start is necessary if improved outcomes are to be achieved for families and 

deaf children. The Newborn Hearing Screening Programme established throughout Scotland aims 

to identify deafness in babies and provide appropriate support at the earliest possible opportunity. 

Research indicates that the majority of parents with deaf children have no prior experience of 

deafness in the family and so it is both an unexpected event and a new set of experiences (Young 

et al., 2010). To complement the advent of Newborn Hearing Screening programmes The Scottish 

Standards for Deaf Children (0-3) Families and Professionals Working Together was produced. 

These standards have been developed in collaboration with a number of agencies at the Scottish 

Sensory Centre and have gone through a period of consultation and review. As part of the 

consultation, there was discussion with organisations such as British Association of Teachers of 

the Deaf (BATOD), Heads of Sensory Schools and Services Forum, Royal College of Speech & 

Language Therapists (RCSLT) Deaf Special Interest Group, Cochlear Implant Centre at 

Crosshouse as well as National Deaf Children’s Society (NDCS) members and family officers. 

The Scottish Standards for Deaf Children (0-3) Families and professionals working together to 

improve services provide a coherent framework and vision for both parents and professionals 

supporting deaf children during the crucial early years and in doing so bring the Scottish 

Government’s Early Years Framework to life. Underpinning both the Scottish Government Early 

Years Framework and these quality standards is the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 

2014 and the four key principles of the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence. The standards provide 

a reference point and quality rating tool for benchmarking quality improvement for families as well 

as all services involved. They place families at the centre of an effective support system and 

acknowledge that the family is the main stakeholder in ensuring better long-term outcomes for deaf 

children. Developing sensory support provision away from a professionally driven model to one 

consistent with the Scottish Early Years Framework and the Children and Young People 

(Scotland) Act 2014 should be a priority.   

At present The Scottish Standards for Deaf Children (0-3) Families and professionals working 

together to improve services is not used consistently throughout Scotland to assess service 

provision.  

In the absence of additional needs, a deaf child has the capacity to achieve age appropriate 

language and communication skills. Families should play a central role in monitoring their child’s 
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language development. Any child who is not reaching language milestones appropriately is 

assessed as soon as it is practical to try and identify or exclude an additional language problem. In 

England the Early Support Monitoring Protocols were developed to support monitoring of a deaf 

child’s development from the newborn screen. In Scotland such a framework and materials are not 

available.  

Ensuring that deaf children have appropriate amplification and associated assistive devices is an 

effective for the development of spoken communication. In Scotland there is a paucity of 

educational audiologists who have the skills and knowledge to ensure that families have the most 

appropriate equipment. 

 

Suggestions to improve attainment (Early Years) 
1. The Scottish Government should seek to make available, nationally, the Early Support 

Monitoring Protocols. This should be supported by training in the use of materials (web 

based learning) to ensure that they are widely used. Ensuring that deaf children’s progress 

from the newborn screen is monitored and appropriate intervention is in place will be the 

foundation of future attainment.  

2. The Scottish Government should consider how deaf children fit in to the early years 

framework. The  Scottish Standards for Deaf Children (0-3) Families and professionals 

working together to improve services provides the basis for ensuring that there is a 

consistent level of service for families of deaf children throughout Scotland. Looking at how 

this could be incorporated into Education Scotland’s inspection programme may prove 

beneficial.   

 

CLASSROOM ACOUSTICS AND EQUIPMENT 

Background information 
Studies have shown that noise levels in schools have a negative impact upon attainment amongst 

the general population but are significantly more pronounced for those with additional needs 

(Dockrell and Shield, 2006). Learners with sensorineural deafness have an additional difficulty with 

listening in noise to those from the general population. The primary reason for this is a 

consequence of damage to the outer hair cells within the inner ear. The constructional standards 

for acoustics in new school buildings are set out in Building Bulletin 1993 and acknowledge that 

regulations are required as learning is an acoustically demanding process. Internal noise, the 

transfer of noise between rooms and reverberation are detrimental to listening and learning in the 

classroom. However, at present Building Bulletin 1993 is not mandatory for Scottish school 

buildings.  

Children in Scotland recognised that the school environment is not passive in the learning process 

but is integral to better outcomes as it encourages continuous engagement with the learning 

experience (Cohen, 2010). Effective school buildings are regarded as central to the Scottish 

Government’s frameworks to address inequality: Early Years Framework, Equally Well and 
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Achieving our Potential (Scottish Government 2009:6). In 2007 the Scottish Government issued 

advice that a holistic approach was required for the school building and refurbishment programme 

so that the learning spaces meet the needs of the new Curriculum for Excellence. The new 

buildings would require the flexibility to meet a multiplicity of purposes such as whole class 

teaching, collaborative working, group work, active learning and independent research (Fisher, 

2007). One significant omission in the document was classroom acoustics and technology to 

enhance signal-to-noise ratio. One of the most important factors that influence speech intelligibility 

in the classroom, and so impacts upon attainment, is the relationship between the intensity of the 

signal and the level of the background noise. The signal refers to the speech source, this could be 

the teacher or student and noise refers to any background or environmental noise that interferes 

with the signal being heard. This relationship is commonly referred to as the signal-to-noise ratio. 

 

Listening requires intention and attention, and therefore demands expenditure of effort. Noise has 

a detrimental effect on listening effort as it increases fatigue which impacts on the storage and 

processing capacity available for learning.  We all have finite cognitive capacity and when the 

primary task (listening) becomes more demanding performance on the secondary task depreciates 

(Gosselin and Gagné, 2010). 

One classroom based technology that potentially mitigates the effects of poor room acoustics and 

enhances the ratio of signal to noise is a soundfield amplification system. Within Fife we are at 

present undertaking research that looks at the impact that soundfield amplification has on 

educational attainment using a pre-test/post-test longitudinal quasi-experimental study design. 

Thirteen Fife primary schools are involved in the research each with a control and intervention 

classroom. Attainment is being measured using the Assessment for Excellence package from the 

CEM. The adaptive assessment has six modules: Developed Ability, Mental Arithmetic, General 

Maths, Reading, Attitudes and Spelling. Furthermore, we are comparing the effect of dynamic 

soundfield amplification on speech intelligibility scores when used in conjunction with a low and 

high Frequency Modulation (FM) radio aid systems using a within-subjects crossover design. 

Fourteen primary school aged deaf learners with a moderate to severe form of sensorineural 

deafness participated. 

 

Suggestions to improve attainment (Classroom acoustics and equipment) 
1. The Scottish Government should look to how consistent standards for classroom acoustics 

(Building Bulletin 1993) can be established in Scotland. The future construction of open 

plan schools should be considered to how they meet these standards. 

2. In Fife the Building Fife Future programme has involved the project management team 

having early and ongoing discussions/consultation about acoustics and associated 

equipment for all new school builds with specialist teams such as the Sensory Support 

Service. This ensures that the needs to of deaf children are being incorporated at the very 
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start. Such good practice should be encouraged on a national level so that the schools 

buildings provide the foundation upon which attainment can be developed. 

3. Robust research that is peer reviewed and evidenced-based (such as Fife’s research into 

soundfields and attainment/speech perception) should form the basis of advice on a 

national level. There is a paucity of such research within the Scottish system for learners 

that are deaf. 

4. The Scottish Government should look to how soundfield technology can be incorporated 

into their new school building programme. Interactive whiteboards that are now common 

place in Scottish schools started as specialist equipment for children with additional needs. 

As noise levels in schools have a negative impact upon attainment amongst the general 

population then establishing equipment that increases the signal to noise ratio, such as 

soundfields, in new school buildings will provide a framework for attainment for deaf and 

non-deaf learners alike.  

5. The Scottish Government previously indicated to the Scottish Educational Audiology group 

that they would fund training so that local authorities across Scotland could train/employ 

educational audiologists. This would ensure that we have consistent standards for 

equipment issue/sue throughout Scotland.  

6. In Fife we issue FM systems to families with deaf babies and also allow use of systems at 

home/social situations. We have now got children entering school established aid users 

with age appropriate language skills. There needs to be greater consistency about the 

types and availability of equipment at a national level.     

   

MODELS OF SUPPORT  

Background information 
The Scottish education system has evolved over the last twenty years with a more interactive 

teaching style replacing the more traditional teacher dominated lessons of the past. The focus has 

shifted towards a more active learning style in which learning occurs through interaction with 

others, where learners construct and reconstruct prior knowledge and the development of new 

knowledge is connected to what the learner already knows. Cognition, problem solving and 

reasoning are central to successful learning. Furthermore, inclusive pedagogy focuses on shared 

responsibility for learning between learner and teacher and trust that the learners will make 

meaning, and find relevance and purpose through their experiences. However, models of 

supporting deaf children have not always adapted to meet this changing landscape. Looking at 

support models that promotes independent learning needs to be investigated.  

 

Suggestions to improve attainment (Models of support)  
1. For learners using BSL there is a shortage of staff with the appropriate level of qualification 

that can sign. There is a cost implication to local authorities but there is a lack of qualified 

staff to provide training. Herriot Watt University provides training for interpreters and the 
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Scottish Government should be look at how these graduates can help support and train 

staff. We have an established training route for teachers of the deaf but this does not exist 

for support staff and educational audiologists.  

2. Fife is above the national average for those in a mainstream setting using BSL. Twelve 

years ago deaf families wished exercise their choice for their children to attend their local 

provision. An innovative approach to supporting deaf BSL users was developed. The 

approach was founded upon the notion that deaf children develop robust language skills 

through active and experiential learning that is common place in the classroom. Providing 

opportunity for independent and child-centred learning was central to success. Developing 

age appropriate literacy skills requires a number of factors including a strong language 

base as well as effective decoding skills. We used an approach that proved highly 

successful with the deaf learners having above average reading ages as measured by the 

Achievement for Excellence/PIPs results. The HMIE recognised this strength and recorded 

it as a national priority. The Scottish Government could use the Scottish Sensory Centre or 

Education Scotland to collate good practice that has been proven to raise attainment.    
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Education and Culture Committee 
Attainment of school pupils with a sensory impairment 

Call for Evidence 
 

Fife Council: Education and Children’s Services 
Improving attainment for learners with a visual impairment 

There is a strong commitment in Fife across services and agencies to work together on a shared 
vision for improving outcomes for children and families, raising educational attainment and 
reducing educational inequality. 

Positive and effective links, which promote sharing of information in relation to the learner’s visual 
condition and likely impact supports effective joint planning between all who are involved with the 
learner to ensure educational experiences are accessible and learning environments are inclusive. 
Improved links and sharing of information at point of referral and subsequently throughout the 
learner’s educational journey, with Parents, Education and Children’s services, the Hospital Eye 
Services and Third Sector agencies will contribute to improved attainment levels and positive 
outcomes across Curriculum for Excellence, for learners who are blind or have a visual impairment  

Our aim is to support learning by facilitating effective and inclusive learning opportunities which will 
help individuals to realise and achieve their full potential. Teachers for Children with a Visual 
Impairment work with schools, pupils, parents and staff in a collaborative and advisory capacity to 
support pupils with a visual impairment to achieve their potential, while developing the motivation, 
resilience, confidence and independence of the learner. 
 
With the appropriate support and guidance and a common shared view, learners who are blind or 
visually impaired should be able to attain and achieve as their sighted peers. 
 
Accessible school environments offer positive experiences and contribute to building confidence 
and independence for the learner. Effective school buildings address inequality and promote 
learning. In Fife the Building Fife Future programme has involved the project management team 
having early and ongoing discussions/consultation with the Sensory Support Service around 
making all new school buildings accessible for blind and visually impaired in terms of interior 
design, layout, lighting, signifiers, signage, interior decoration: colours etc. Ongoing links with Fife 
Access Officer for environmental audits and adaptations to existing buildings as required is also in 
place. Documents such as RNIB’s “Building Sight” and RNIB “Exploring Access” guidance have 
been used. Additionally blind and visually impaired learners, often being more reliant on their other 
senses, are benefitting from the advice and involvement of the Educational Audiologist in advising 
on optimum acoustics in the learning environment for schools and new builds.  
This good practice should be encouraged, nationally so that schools buildings are accessible 
providing an equal foundation for achievement and improving attainment for all learners. 

The focus of the current Scottish Government supported initiative, VINCYP, Visual Impairment 
Network for Children and Young People is looking to develop guidance to promote and strengthen 
partnership links locally. Fife is currently part of the pilot project looking at a shared database. 

Awareness training and support in the implementation of the VINCYP guidance, when produced, 
would help ensure ongoing improvements across all sectors. 

On-going support of the Scottish Sensory Centre (SSC) by the Scottish Government will help 
maintain and develop the required knowledge, skills and competences for Teachers for Children 
with a Visual Impairment, provide access to Braille Competency Courses and specialist training for 
Pupil Support Assistants. This would help maintain suitably trained and skilled staff to empower 
advise and collaborate, allowing learners to achieve and attain to their potential. 
Scottish Sensory Centre and Education Scotland could gather and promote good practice, in 
supporting blind and visually impaired learners’ achievement and attainment. 
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The following are some of the strategies currently used in Fife schools to improve access and 
attainment for learners with a visual impairment: 

 In the early stages, think ahead to the longer term, identifying what skills, equipment, 
strategies will be needed for learners to be successful and achieve their potential.  

 Discussion and a clear plan of the learner’s journey and aspirations for their learning, 
shared with all staff, highlighting priorities for focus at each stage.  

 Additional support planned with sensory support service, schools and families to ensure 
blind and visually impaired learners can develop the specific skills and strategies required 
in order for them to access the full curriculum alongside their sighted peers. Teachers for 
Children with a Visual Impairment and trained Pupils Support Assistants are available to 
support this. 

 Empowering parents and learners to ensure pupils’ educational aspirations are realised  
 Advice and training offered for all staff who will be involved with the learner.  
 Specialist staff support the teaching and development of skills and strategies for learners to 

be successful. This may include teaching of braille and use of specialist equipment. 
   Adaptations are made/advised to make learning materials and activities accessible. 
 Teachers for Children with a Visual Impairment advise and work with IT colleagues and 

blind, visually impaired learners to make use of specialist equipment and software 
available, training them how to use the equipment and software.  

 To allow some visually impaired learners to access materials independently, Sensory 
Support will provide and train learners in the use of electronic magnification devices and 
screen readers with Word talk. 

 Use of electronic braille equipment, allows work to be shared in text format with teachers 
ensuring immediate feedback. 

 Teaching and developing competence in Touch typing, using programmes such as 
Doorway online, supports writing programmes and spelling, allowing blind and visually 
impaired learners to keep pace with their sighted peers. Touch typing reduces the need for 
learners to look down at the keys and speeds up word-processing. 

  Learner’s laptops have a range of accessibility settings set specifically to support them. 
Word is set up in a way which allows easy word-processing access, font sizes can be pre-
set within Word etc.  Use of ICT helps make learners as independent as possible in their 
learning, especially for extended writing work as it will cut down on redrafting.  

 Ensuring that equipment and resources are available for learners when required, Sensory 
support staff encourage schools to ensure that all resources are available for learners 
ahead of lessons, so that they can be adapted into the preferred format for the learner to 
use at the same time as class peers.  Government support to encourage publishers to 
provide educational materials in a format which will allow for adaptation of learning 
resources would be helpful. 

 Co-operative teaching, TVIs sharing teaching to include groups with VI learners e.g. 
reading groups. 

 Discussion and sharing of inclusive teaching methods and strategies e.g. looking at 
creative ways to present information rather than an over reliance on smartboards. 

 Flexibility within the curriculum to provide specific independence training in mobility, 
orientation and life skills; and to allow for consolidation of learning, teaching of specialist 
skills such as braille, use of specialist equipment. 

 Supporting revision and preparation for examinations include use of accessible revision / 
study aids e.g. MP3 format for summary revision of subjects and study aids,  electronic 
format (and text format) of enlarged text, as appropriate, of summary revision notes for 
exam preparation - to cut down on fatigue from the amount of reading required and keep 
learner engaged.  

 Exam preparation and revision support in the form of timetabled blocks/classes, especially 
during study leave.  

 Networking with colleagues across Scotland to ensure needs of learners with a visual 
impairment are considered when new initiatives are planned/implemented e.g. GLOW  

 Advice from Teacher for Visual Impairment (TVI) to learner and parents to promote 
continuation of learning at home, see following example: 
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One example of how intervention promoted increase in attainment (working with school and family) 

A P3 pupil with a visual impairment  
Pupil is in the top reading reading group which TVI takes on a Monday. As TVI became very 
aware that pupil’s reading ability was starting 'to slip' TVI felt it important to intervene as soon 
as possible. Consequently, TVI set up a home reading program for pupil which TVI feels is 
very successful. In short, it involved pupil receiving books in N36 electronic format. Pupil 
asked to read around three pages per day - 10 minutes worth, Monday to Thursday. In the 
first instance Wordtalk (with a Scottish voice) installed on pupil’s own laptop reads out the 
three pages to pupil and then pupil reads the same three pages. The screen-reader 
approach is designed to reduce eyestrain by supporting reading of the pages first time round. 
Pupil has a little log which he fills in and brings in to the school every Monday. Also, Wordtalk 
has been set to key command mode and this allows pupil to use this program within Word 
without having to pull down menus which would be difficult for pupil to read. This programme 
has been running from January. Just before Easter pupil told TVI that pupil had seen a 
marked improvement in their own reading. TVI too has noticed this improvement. 
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Education and Culture Committee 

 Attainment of school pupils with a sensory impairment 

 Call for evidence 

Eileen Burns-  Head Teacher  

Hamilton School for the Deaf, South Lanarkshire 

1. It is well documented that deaf young people individually placed in mainstream schools often feel 

isolated. This isolation, due to difficulties experienced communicating with their hearing peers, most 

probably contributes to the worrying statistic that deaf people are twice more likely to experience 

mental health issues than the hearing population. 

 For this reason all local authorities should offer as part of their education service a resource base 

provision in a mainstream school for deaf pupils. This would allow deaf pupils to access education in 

a mainstream environment while benefitting from having a deaf peer group which would improve 

their school social experience. They would also benefit from more regular onsite specialist support 

than  they would if they were supported  peripatetically by specialist deaf education staff.      

2.  Children with significant hearing losses will often struggle to learn spoken English resulting in 

delayed English language development. This delay in language acquisition impacts on their cognitive 

development and in turn their attainment at school. It is important that they are exposed to a 

language which they can access, as early as possible in their lives, to minimise developmental delays. 

Sign language can provide deaf children with a language which they can access fully, however often 

it is not considered as a language option for deaf children until after they have tried to learn spoken 

English but have been unsuccessful.  Furthermore deaf children’s families are often discouraged 

from using sign language with their children. They are led to believe that it will be detrimental to 

their child’s English language development if they sign with their children, even though there is 

much evidence which states the opposite. 

Sign language should be promoted as a positive option for deaf children. By providing  deaf children 

with access to both spoken English and sign language from an early age they will have better 

linguistic access throughout their lives. For example children who undergo cochlear implantation will 

be able to use sign language to communicate when; they are waiting for a cochlear implant 

operation; waiting for their implant to be switched on after surgery (around  4 weeks wait);their 

implant is not working; they are in the bath  or swimming pool and cannot wear their implant and 

through the night when they are in bed . Knowing a visual language also allows access to the deaf 

community and could be used within classrooms and lecture theatres, where it can be difficult to 

access the spoken word due to poor listening conditions.       

Providing early access to sign language for deaf children can only help improve their ability to 

communicate and in turn decrease the language delay which is accepted as the norm for deaf 

children. 
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3. Due to cuts in education spending, a number of Local Authorities have cut their specialist deaf 

education outreach services.  A recent report ( Report from the Achievement and Opportunities for 

Deaf Students in the United Kingdom: from Research to Practice project) shows that the attainment 

levels  of deaf children with hearing losses across all the deafness categories ( mild to profound) are 

not on a par with their hearing peers. Specialist support for deaf children and their families,                        

( particularly in the early years) is essential in trying to reduce the attainment gap. 
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Attainment of school pupils with a sensory impairment 
 
Royal Blind is the largest and longest established Scottish organisation supporting 
people with a visual impairment, and among the services we provide is the Royal 
Blind School.  We are delighted to have the opportunity to contribute information and 
ideas to this call for evidence. 
 
The number one priorities for improving the attainment levels of pupils with visual 
impairment/hearing impairment are the training of teachers, the provision of 
resources, a fuller understanding of inclusion and the provision of a suitable 
environment. 
 
There are many qualified teachers of the visually impaired (QTVI) who have retired 
and this has left a huge deficit in those who are able to fully understand how to 
educate pupils with visual impairment.   This is evidenced in some local authority 
areas where there is only one teacher who has a remit covering additional support 
needs and sensory support needs, without the necessary qualification.   There are 
instances of teachers being appointed to these posts on a temporary basis and 
never afforded the opportunity to gain the training they require within the field of 
visual and other impairments. 
 
In relation to Unit provisions the standard and quality of staff training has reduced, 
with many teachers not having gained the Post Graduate Diploma and fully 
contracted Braille.  The post graduate qualification and Braille are essential in 
equipping teachers to teach pupils who are blind. Braille is their main medium for 
learning, but in recent years it has become common practice to only facilitate the 
learning of uncontracted braille. This puts children at a serious disadvantage and 
their long term access to education and attainment is likely to be adversely affected.  
In relation to the post graduate diploma, some teachers are not being afforded the 
time or financial support to complete the necessary qualifications to work with this 
group of pupils, and this is a very worrying situation.  
 
Within the national provision, the Royal Blind School, all staff either have or are 
working towards their Post Graduate Diploma and/or Braille and are working all day, 
every day with pupils who are visually impaired. The difference in attainment of 
pupils when exposed to these inputs is significant and observable. The Scottish 
Government should promote training for post graduate qualification and Braille. 
 
Without the appropriate training, staff in schools cannot properly set the level of 
attainment that can be targeted for a pupil.   Without the appropriate staffing levels, 
that potential cannot be reached.  Within schools, we have observed many cases 
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where staffing levels are being reduced and some pupils are then being ‘supported’ 
by untrained and inexperienced staff who, although doing their best, do not have the 
skills to work with this pupil group or the leadership and support required to enable 
them to gain them. 
 
Pupils’ attainment and success is adversely affected when the process of planning, 
(both IEP and CSP) is done without the necessary knowledge and experience.   We 
have observed posts in relation to leading and managing Unit provisions being filled 
by teachers with managerial experience but not with experience or qualification in 
visual impairment.   It is common experience within the field that teachers (QTVI) are 
taken from their role or duties around the visually impaired pupil to provide absence 
cover.  This means that the visually impaired pupil does without.  Supporting pupils is 
crucial to their success and attainment and this practice should be signified as very 
poor practice; it is a worrying trend. 
 
Measures to establish a duty on local authorities to allocate staff with significant 
experience to quality assure what is going on within both mainstream and specialist 
provisions would help establish this. Similarly, a duty on HMIE/Education Scotland to 
monitor what is happening across the country regarding inclusion and attainment 
and what the steps have been taken to establish and maintain inclusion in practice. 
 
Royal Blind is preparing to contribute to the knowledge and practice deficits identified 
above by launching a visual impairment education resource centre under the name 
“Royal Blind Learning Hub”.  Governmental support for this initiative would be 
welcome and can enable us to extend the reach and effectiveness of the service. 
 
The concept of inclusion must not begin and end with the fact of a child attending a 
local mainstream school. We are concerned to promote a fuller understanding on the 
part of teachers and other professionals as to what true inclusion means in practice 
and in detail. True inclusion does not simply mean attending the same building as 
non-impaired pupils but rather being as far as possible part of every aspect of 
classroom and school life across the full curriculum.  We believe attainment of this at 
the moment to be good in places but not consistently so, and there is a need for 
leadership and education in this area. 
 
Pupils with visual impairment may be the only pupil in the school or class with a 
sensory loss and this, from experience, is very isolating for pupils and affects their 
health and wellbeing. Initiatives to bring together children and young people with 
common experience should be encouraged. 
 
High quality adaptation or modification of text to Braille or Braille to text is not always 
facilitated. This is an area that is crucial to the success and attainment of the visually 
impaired pupil.  Access to a transcription service is essential in providing suitably 
adapted and tailored materials to suit learners’ needs, as is the standardisation of 
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any adaptions or modifications. As one specific example, the training of teachers and 
other staff on the importance of tactile graphics and the reading of pictures is vital to 
the success and attainment levels of pupils with visual impairment.   This is an area 
often missed and is one that requires experience to realise success in maths, 
science and the arts. 
 
For most pupils with visual impairment, extra time is required to assimilate 
information accessed through auditory means or touch.   In a busy classroom 
environment, this is not always remembered and among other priorities may be seen 
as not possible to give.  With a decrease in in classroom support staff we are 
perceiving as well as of qualified teachers of the visually impaired as previously 
referred to, the need for this is not always asserted and acknowledged within the 
school environment. Leadership and training are key, as well as adequate classroom 
resourcing. 
 
Habilitation (mobility, independence and orientation is essential if pupils with visual 
impairment are to realise their potential. There is a scarcity of habilitation specialists 
working in schools and special units. This means that young people are not 
achieving their potential in relation to independence or life skills and are at a serious 
disadvantage in relation to their sighted peers and as they move through school and 
beyond. Whether or not they achieve academically, their ability to match their peers 
on a social level is a key element in the education of a visually impaired child.   It has 
a life time effect and exacerbates the very high level of unemployment among people 
with visual impairment.  Attainment and success in this area will only be achieved 
with input and this will only happen if there are extra funds and support available.   
Within the Royal Blind School, there is a team of habilitation specialists and the 
difference in pupil attainment is recognised by all who witness the benefits of this 
essential service. 
 
This consultation relates to those pupils purely with visual impairment, hearing 
impairment or dual sensory impairment but we suggest that it would be appropriate 
also to have regard to the school population of pupils with visual impairment who 
also have additional needs - this area poses the same and also further issues 
regarding appropriateness of placement. The Royal Blind School, and the local 
authority special units when operating at their best, have a staff complement steeped 
in the world of visual impairment and education across the curriculum and in 
habilitation, and it is a waste of this resource if a child who is not ideally placed 
locally through their being visually impaired and having further educational needs is 
refused a place at this kind of establishment.   The Doran Report (2012) recognised 
the need for a range of provisions but this still does not seem to be recognised by all.   
A desire for localism must not drown out all consideration of attainment and the 
consequent quality of adult life. To meet the needs of all visually impaired learners 
and to ensure that maximum attainment is achieved at all levels, all needs should be 
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considered in line with GIRFEC and cost of specific placements should not and 
never should be allowed to prevent the attainment of an individual pupil. 
 
Richard Hellewell 
Chief Executive, Royal Blind 
 
Elaine Brackenridge 
Head Teacher, the Royal Blind School 
 
28 April 2015 
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