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1. PROJECT GOALS

The aim of the research was to study current delivery models for supports and services for students with vision loss in Canada. An associated goal was to identify and describe the best and most innovative practice models or initiatives for providing supports and services to students with vision loss as well as gaps in the current delivery models across the country.  

In terms of specific objectives, in each province, the study intended to identify the following:

· Current approaches to providing supports and instruction to students with vision loss in developing disability specific skills; 

· The methods and factors involved in determining programming and services for students with vision loss;

· Existing education policies that determine the type and level of services for students with vision loss;

· The type and forms of existing support for students with vision loss in attaining the K-12 curriculum;

· The type and forms of existing support for children with vision loss range from birth to 5;

· Funding sources for supports and services for students with vision loss;

· Resources to provide access to materials in alternate formats for students with vision loss; 

· Ways in which assistive technology needs of students with vision loss are determined and provided for.

2. METHODOLOGY

The methodology used to meet the research objectives included:

· Comprehensive literature review on service models for students with vision loss in Canada

· In-depth key informant interviews

A. LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Special education in Canada – focus on education for children with vision loss

1.1. Historical Overview

During the last few decades there have been tremendous developments in the philosophy and practices associated with the education of students with disabilities in Canada. Children with disabilities, including children who are blind or living with vision loss, who had few opportunities to be included in the regular classrooms of the 1960s, now frequently attain their formal education in the public school setting.1 Inclusive education has dominated the agenda of special education in Canada for about 25 years.2 

Several factors have worked together to bring about these changes. Parents’ expectations played a very big role in securing better educational opportunities for their children. The parent movement, with the battle to have their children with disabilities attend regular schools began in the 1950’s.3 
Two reports from the early seventies had a critical influence on future models of education in Canada. The One Million Children report (1970) based on a federal study on services for children with disabilities advocated serving all children in regular classrooms rather than in segregated self-contained classes and schools.4 The second report, the 1973 Kendall Report was based on an examination of the services for children with disabilities in Atlantic Canada. It called for coordination of educational services for children with disabilities in the four Atlantic Provinces and education for these children within the framework of the local school environment.2 
As a result of parental pressure, and the increasing consciousness about human and civil rights, jurisdictions in Canada began to review their legal responsibili​ties and introduce mandatory legislation designed to improve educational programs and services for all children.4 
While education is an area of provincial jurisdiction, the context in which provincial education legislation operates experienced a dramatic shift with the 1982 passing of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms in the Canadian Constitution.3 The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms solidified human rights for all Canadians, by ensuring that every individual is equal before and under the law, and has the right to the equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, color, religion, sex, age, or mental or physical disability.5  
Canada is also a signatory to the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994) which asserts that all children are unique, have the right to an education, are capable of learning and must have access to regular schools.6 More recent milestone in the Canadian history of special education is defined by the acceptance of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Canada was one of the first signatories of this international agreement that stipulates the right to a free and accessible education (Article 28) and provides the direction for education. This includes the development of all children to their full potential, respect for human rights and freedoms, respect for differences in culture, and preparation for citizenship in a free and peaceful society (Article 29).6  
These agreements and statutes provide the framework for the development of policies, practices, and decisions in the field of special education in Canada, including education for students with vision loss. As a result, current special education policies in Canadian provinces hold inclusion as a goal to which program planning teams must aspire.7 The shift towards inclusive education resulted in an inclusive curriculum that blended regular and special education by focusing on quality instruction and curriculum outcomes.2 The focus on core curriculum outcomes and a preference for regular classroom placement of children with disabilities is shared by all provinces in Canada.7 The same approach is followed in the case of students with vision loss. 
The purpose of this paper is to scan the provincial policies and practices and determine the ways in which they are being implemented provincially. 
1.2. A profile of Education for children with disabilities in Canada (PALS 2006 results): What does it say about children with vision loss?
Results from the 2006 Participation and Activity Limitation Survey (PALS)
 related to the educational experience of children with disabilities in Canada were presented in the report entitled PALS 2006: A Profile of Education for Children with Disabilities in Canada.8 The report revealed that over 40% of children with disabilities between the ages of 0 to 14 received some form of special education in 2006. About 8% of children with disabilities required special education in 2006 because of vision difficulties including blindness. 
Almost 60% of parents of children with disabilities attending either regular school or special classes at a regular school believed that their child required special education services. Among children who required special education or who attended a special school, nearly half had parents who reported experiencing difficulty obtaining special education services. Close to 45% of parents of children with vision loss felt that it was difficult obtaining special education services for their child. 
Despite the extensive use of educational aids among children receiving special education in 2006, many did not have the aids that they required at school – nearly one in five children did not have the educational aids that they needed. Educational aids are defined as educational supports and services that assist the child with learning and classroom participation and include tutors, teacher’s aides, special software, and attendant care services.8 On average, children receiving special education services used roughly twice as many educational aids at school than children with disabilities in regular education. Teaching assistants and tutors account for nearly half of all educational aids in use. A similar finding was supported in previous research by CNIB on the needs of people with vision loss in Canada.9 The largest category of support provided to children with vision loss in school was an education assistant (46%), followed by teacher of children with a vision impairment (17%), and general special education teacher (13%).9 
Another report based on PALS 2006 data presents information on aids used outside the educational setting by children with disabilities.10 According to this report, a high proportion of children with seeing limitations (49.1%) have only partially met needs in terms of disability aids. Most children were using less than three different aids for assistance with their limitation. This is apparent for all disability aid types with the exception of seeing and learning where significantly more children were using 3 or more different assistive aids or services (70.0% and 66.7% respectively for each disability aid type). The results indicated that more than seven out of ten (72.4%) children with vision loss use large print reading materials. 
2. Educational needs of students with vision loss
2.1. Unique learning needs

Students who are blind or living with vision loss across Canada comprise a heterogeneous population.1 While these students share a common trait of some degree of vision loss, they represent a broad spectrum of characteristics specific to such areas as personality, cognitive ability, level of independence, physical agility, severity of disability, and presence of additional disabilities. From an educational perspective, the degree of vision loss is only one of several aspects for consideration in assessment and program planning.1 

Despite the heterogeneity of this population, vision loss has an impact on the ability of the child to participate within the educational environment. Therefore, there are universally recognized program needs for students who are blind or living with vision loss.11 Vision loss changes the way children obtain information about the world in which they grow and function, and limit opportunities to learn through observation of visual elements in the school curriculum and the people around them. 12 Children with vision loss have unique learning needs associated with skills required to compensate for the impact of vision loss on learning and development.1 The lack of vision creates specific needs to learning that may be summarized as follows:11 
· The need to access information through alternative media such as touch and sound; 
· The need for specialized skills and equipment to learn through alternative sensory modalities;

· The need for direct instruction of skills which others learn incidentally through observation and modeling;
· The need for individualized instruction when group instruction for teaching/learning specialized skills may not be meaningful or appropriate.
In addition to the standard curriculum for all students at any given grade level or Core Curriculum, students with vision loss require instruction in disability specific or compensatory skills.1 Incorporating the teaching of these skills into a student’s program expands the concept of core curriculum. This disability specific curriculum for children and youth with vision loss is referred to as the Expanded Core Curriculum (ECC).13,14 
2.2. The Expanded Core Curriculum

The expanded core curriculum was initially designed to construct the concepts that are unique or special about educational needs of students with vision loss.14 The expanded core curriculum is designed to go beyond the core components of any given grade-level curriculum, and to address essential areas and experiences that are unique to students with vision loss.13 Teachers of students with vision loss generally use the expanded core curriculum as a guide in providing appropriate educational services for their students. The expanded core curriculum include the following skills and knowledge:14 
· Compensatory skills, including communication modes,

· Orientation and mobility (O&M),

· Independent living, 
· Recreation and leisure, 
· Social skills,
· Career education,

· Use of assistive technology, and
· Visual efficiency. 
3. Legislation and policy scan
For the purpose of this review a scan of policies in each province was conducted using the World Wide Web. The documents on special education policies and services for students with vision loss, where available, found on the web-sites of different provincial ministries of education were reviewed. 
Most of the web-sites of various Ministries of Education across the country include detailed information on special education in general, and much less on education for particular disability groups, including students with vision loss. Each province has its own approach but for the most part legislation, policy, and practice follow similar pathways. While the Ministry of Education is responsible for setting educational standards based on the outcomes students need to achieve, allocating funds for and overseeing the governance of the education system, the school districts are responsible for ensuring that special education programs and services are delivered to any of their students who required them. In general, it can be stated that policies are broadly-enough worded to allow for differing interpretations in practice. Section B of the report reviews practices in several provinces and specific school boards. 
3.1. FOUNDATIONS for legislation and policy
The policy scan revealed recognition of three basic rights for students with disabilities in Canada:
1. The right to public education

2. The right to a regular class placement with necessary accommodations

3. The right to an individualized education plan

The right to public education

The right of children with special needs to attend public schools in Canada has become anchored in special education legislation and policies. 
The right to a regular class with necessary accommodations 
The provinces in Canada share legislation that espouses an ideal of inclusion of students with special needs into regular classrooms, but recognizes that curriculum and instruction can be tailored to individual strengths and needs of students through making appropriate accommodations to enable students to learn and to progress through the curriculum. Accommodations refer to the special teaching and assessment strategies, human supports, and/or individualized equipment that help the student learn and demonstrate learning.15 They typically include instructional accommodations (e.g., adjustments in teaching strategies through the use of assistive technology or learning material in alternate format), environmental accommodations (e.g. adjustments in the physical environment of the classroom and/or the school, such as special lighting, sitting arrangement), and assessment accommodations (e.g., adjustments in assessment activities and methods required to enable the student to demonstrate learning, such as extra time for processing, oral responses, etc.). 15  
The right to an individualized education plan

The right to individualized education plan is recognized in all Canadian provinces included in this review. The individualized education plan remains the essential tool for planning, monitoring and evaluating educational support and services being provided to students with special needs.16 The individualized educational planning process has been seen as an opportunity for parents, teachers, administrators and other service related professionals to collaborate in addressing the learning needs of students and to design programs which best address those needs.17 Most education ministries have issued guides for the drafting and implementation of individualized education plans, in order to provide support for the schools concerned. 

3.2. Legislation and policy framework - Summary for each province 
British Columbia
Current Special Education Policy Framework for British Columbia was established in 1995, after the BC Ministry of Education had extensive consultation with provincial education partners.18 This policy framework guided the development of legislation and guidelines for special education programs and services in British Columbia, including programs and services for students with vision loss. 

British Columbia promotes an inclusive education system in which students with special needs are fully participating members of a community of learners. A Special Education Policy states that all students in British Columbia are entitled to equitable access to learning, opportunities for achievement, and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their educational programs. 18 According to the policy the practice of inclusion is not necessarily synonymous with full integration in regular classrooms. Inclusion goes beyond placement to include meaningful participation and the promotion of interaction with others. The emphasis on education in neighborhood schools does not preclude the appropriate use of resource rooms, self-contained classes, community based programs, or specialized settings. The principle of “placement in the most enabling learning environment” applies when decisions are made about the extent to which an individual student is placed in regular classroom, or assigned to an alternate placement.18 
The important legislation and regulations that are in place to support an inclusive education system in British Columbia are the following:18 
· School Act 

· Special Needs Students Order M158/89
· Individual Educational Plan Order M638/95 

· Student progress report Order M191/94 

· Support Services for Schools Order M282/89

In the case of students with vision loss, the BC government expects school districts to develop and implement referral procedures to ensure that every student with vision loss is identified, and receives an appropriate educational program. For educational purposes, a student with vision loss is one “whose visual impairment interferes with optimal learning and achievement and can result in a substantial educational disadvantage, unless adaptations are made in the method of presenting learning opportunities, the nature of the materials used and/or the learning environment”.18 As soon as the school board identifies the student as having special needs, the student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) has to be developed. More details on IEP and the process of developing it will be presented in Section 5.2.
A component essential to the establishment of an effective service to students with vision loss is the availability of qualified, experienced teachers who have regular classroom experience and in addition are competent to adapt materials, teach Braille, use visual aids and technological devices and plan, develop, deliver, and monitor all aspects of schooling affected by visual impairment. A qualified teacher of the visually impaired (TVI), also called the itinerant teacher or vision teacher should have a valid BC Teaching Certificate and a Master’s degree or diploma in the education of the visually impaired.18
The itinerant teacher has a caseload of students with vision loss, within a certain catchment area and he/she travels from place to place to provide instruction and support to students.14 He/she provides the school-based consultation with the classroom teacher to design and implement instructional strategies or to adapt instructional content or materials, with parents and students regarding learning strategies and organizational skills, and with district and community resource personnel. The itinerant teacher is also responsible for co-ordination with the school-based team in order to access support services for students with vision loss. He/she also provides direct instructional services to students with vision loss and the assessment necessary for the IEP.18 Where a district is unable to employ an itinerant teacher, this requirement may be met by providing regular services through sharing arrangements with other districts or through a fee-for-service arrangement with qualified specialist TVIs.18 
Other specialized groups that may be involved in providing services and support to students with vision loss are: orientation and mobility instructors, teachers’ assistants, and Braillists. School districts should obtain services from qualified orientation and mobility instructors. Many teachers of the visually impaired have taken additional training and are also qualified as orientation and mobility instructors. In other cases, school districts may contract for a specialized orientation and mobility instructor to provide this training. At the secondary level, the school district may develop and approve orientation and mobility courses or braille literacy courses for visually impaired students as locally developed or independent study courses for credit toward graduation. 18 Teachers’ assistants (TAs) who are working with students with vision loss should have sufficient training and understanding of vision loss for the duties they are assigned, and be able to demonstrate an understanding of the social, emotional, and educational implications of vision loss. TAs working with braille-using students should either have, or be working in a timely manner toward completion, of a braille transcribing course. A staff Braillist employed by a district will provide Braille transcription services for tests, examinations and teacher-made materials.18 
The methods of evaluation and reporting progress of the students with special needs, including students with vision loss, must be consistent with ministry grading and reporting policies for the K-12 program. Wherever possible, students will be evaluated using standards established for other students and on all components of their program, including those that have been modified and those that have not.18 For students with vision loss, such adaptations could involve additional time, the use of a reader or scribe, the use of specialized equipment, reduction in the volume of work to be completed while retaining the same learning outcomes, the provision of a description of the visual components, such as a video, and the use of an alternate setting for completing the work. For students writing provincial examinations, braille, large print, computer disk and audiotape copies of the examinations can be provided. Commencing 2005, Electronic Exams are available for students with special needs in British Columbia. If adaptations are made to the student’s examination procedures they must be described in the student’s IEP.18  
In order to support education of students with vision loss, the Ministry of Education in British Columbia has established two resource centers: Provincial Resource Centre for the Visually Impaired (PRCVI) and SET BC (Special Education Technology – British Columbia). School districts may borrow at no cost alternate format textbooks and other learning resources, equipment, assistive technology and reference materials for the use of students with vision loss from these resource centers. Loan periods are for the duration for which the student requires the resource and the student is enrolled in the school. 18 
Saskatchewan

The important legislation and regulations that are in place to support an education system for children with exceptional needs in Saskatchewan are the following:6 

· The Saskatchewan Human Rights Code, 1979

· The Education Act, 1995

· The Education Regulation, 1986

The Education Act and The Education Regulation establish that school divisions in Saskatchewan are the principal providers of education and ensure that students are provided with programs that are consistent with their needs and abilities. The right to an education in any school, institution or place of learning without discrimination is also articulated in subsection 13(1) of The Saskatchewan Human Rights Code, 1979.6 

The Task Force and Public Dialogue on the Role of the School, established in 1999, presented a proposal to strengthen the education system of the province through implementation of the vision for SchoolPLUS. Within the SchoolPLUS model, the role of the school is to educate all children and youth and to support integrated school-linked service delivery.6  The SchoolPLUS concept stresses learning excellence for all students and calls for all schools to adopt the philosophy and practices of community education through active involvement with families and support from human service providers and community members. 6 Provision of integrated school-linked services requires collaboration at all levels within the provincial education system and human services. This includes collaboration among government ministries such as Education, Health, Social Services, and Justice as well as collaboration between school divisions and local health districts and service providers.6  
School divisions are responsible for the development and delivery of appropriate educational programs and services to meet the needs of all students within their jurisdictions. 6 Some rural school divisions may not have the capacity to provide the comprehensive range of services and supports for student diversity. The Shared Service Program was initiated to strengthen the capacity of rural school divisions to provide supports to students and teachers. Each rural school board is part of a Shared Service agreement. The program provides the organizational structure and funding recognition for boards of education to enter into agreements with other boards and human service providers to deliver specialized services.6 
Curriculum and instruction for students with exceptional needs can be tailored to individual needs through application of the Adaptive Dimension. 6 The Adaptive Dimension refers to the concept of making adjustments in an educational program to accommodate the student’s learning needs. The Adaptive Dimension allows teachers to make adjustments to their instructional practices, learning environment, and curriculum topics and materials to accommodate diversity and to help all students achieve the curriculum objectives.19  
For students who are identified for individualized programs or who are receiving continuing special education support, the school-based team is responsible for collaboratively planning and documenting the program. This plan is called the Personal Program Plan (PPP) in Saskatchewan. The PPP is a compilation of student outcomes that have the highest priority for the student during the school year.19 
A student with vision loss will participate in the regular school program with adaptations made as needed. The development and implementation of the student’s program plan is coordinated by the resource and classroom teachers.20 There is often a range of support services required for the student with vision loss. It is the responsibility of the school to have a contact person designated to coordinate the student’s program. The school administrator assigns a teacher, usually the special education/resource teacher, the primary responsibility for coordinating and developing the student’s individualized program.20 The role of the school administrator is to ensure that program plans are prepared, implemented and evaluated. Parents and, where appropriate, students are involved in developing program plans. The classroom teacher plans and implements an effective educational program. The primary responsibility of the teacher assistant is to support the classroom teacher. In order to support the student with vision loss who uses braille as a reading mode, the teacher assistant has to become proficient in the use of braille.20 

Some school districts in Saskatchewan, such as Regina and Saskatoon employ their own itinerant teachers. Educational consulting for students with vision loss who live in smaller urban and rural communities is provided through the Assistance, Collaboration, Consultation and Evaluation Support Services (ACCESS). The Response to Intervention (Rtl) model is utilized to guide interventions for students with vision loss, such as assistive technology, differentiated instruction, inclusive practices, and early intervention.21 For students not reaching their full potential through these interventions, targeted interventions through ACCESS may be provided. 21
The role of the ACCESS consultant is to respond to the needs of the teacher through the provision of assessment, consultation, in-service,  and referral for related services.20 Formal orientation and mobility training can be planned and introduced by an orientation and mobility instructor from CNIB, contracted through Saskatchewan Ministry of Education upon a referral from the school division.20 The equipment that students with vision loss need may be purchased through Saskatchewan Ministry of Education’s Assistive Technology Grant.20 

Students with vision loss who are identified as requiring alternate format materials order to function effectively in the school environment can access these resources through the Saskatchewan Alternate Format Services in Regina. 

Special provisions or considerations may be made in writing departmental examinations for students with vision loss. The special provisions that may be made include extended writing time, use of a separate room for writing, specially printed examination paper (e.g., large print, braille), use of a reader and/or scribe, and use of a word processor or Brailler. Decisions regarding special provisions or considerations are made by the Office of the Registrar in consultation with the school and Department personnel. Parents or guardians and other involved agencies may also be consulted.6
Manitoba

In Manitoba, the Minister of Education is responsible for administering the Kindergarten to Grade 12 education system. Education is governed principally by The Public Schools Act and The Education Administration Act, as well as by regulations made under both acts.22 In addition, the province has The Blind and Deaf Person’s Maintenance and Education Act, which allows the Government of Manitoba to expend funding for the education and maintenance of blind and deaf persons who have the right to attend public school subject to the approval of the minister, or who have the right to attend public school in institutions outside Manitoba, under The Public School Act.22 
All students in Manitoba are entitled to have access to an education under the Public School Amendment Act: Appropriate Educational Programming (the former Bill 13).23 Access to learning in inclusive schools in Manitoba should be maximized in consideration of universal design principles in all planning processes. When applied to the field of education, the concept of universal design means that school communities, including teachers, develop plans for the full diversity of their student population. Collaboration among home, school and community is imperative.23 Manitoba school districts work collaboratively with government and nongovernment agencies to provide a range of supports and services for students.23
School boards are required to provide each enrolled student with adequate school accommodations based on their needs, and are required to provide access to appropriate educational programming for all students within their schools. Appropriate educational programming for most students is the provincial curriculum. Some students will require accommodation such as adaptations, curricular modifications or individualized programming to enable and improve learning. Students who are unable to access the regular curriculum require an Individual Education Plan (IEP).23 
Placement policies shall comply with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and The Human Rights Code of Manitoba, which specify that there must be reasonable accommodation of students’ special needs unless they demonstrably give rise to undue hardship due to cost, risk to safety, impact on others or other factors.23 Therefore, schools in Manitoba offer a wide range of placement and learning options for students with special needs. The first and foremost consideration in the placement of all students is the right to attend the designated catchment school in a regular classroom with their peers or in a program designated by the school board if the school does not provide it.23 Students with special needs in Manitoba may attend school:24
• In their neighborhood school in a classroom with their peers for the majority of the day;
• In their neighborhood school in a classroom with their peers and a special learning environment for part of the day;
• In their neighborhood school in a special learning environment for the majority of the day;
• In a special learning environment that may not be in their neighborhood school.
Supports within these environments could include a resource teacher, clinician(s), educational assistant(s), specialized teacher and consultant(s).24 
Manitoba Education provides educational support services and resources for students with vision loss in Manitoba in order to enable them to participate in educational programs along with their sighted peers.25 A team of Educational Consultants for Blind and Visually Impaired (Consultants for BVI), attached to the Manitoba Department of Education, Student Services Branch, provides support services on a province-wide basis to students with vision loss. They work in conjunction with a variety of agencies that help support and service the needs of students with vision loss, such as CNIB.25 
Consultants for Blind & Visually Impaired assist the school team by providing unique and highly specialized expertise which would not usually be available within the local school division.25 They provide functional vision assessment and consultations with the school team on provision of programming/teaching adaptations, the IEP process, communication with the parents and the additional supports within and outside the education system. In addition, they provide direct instructional services to students with vision loss in the area of the braille literacy, orientation and mobility, use of specialized equipment, vision efficiency, effective use of learning and listening skills, keyboarding, handwriting, daily living skills, concept development and career education. Consultants for BVI also provide workshops/in-services to school division personnel, parents, schools, post-secondary institutions or other agencies in any of the areas of their expertise.25 
Schools in Manitoba conduct vision screening sessions with support from the Student Services Branch throughout the year. Members of the Manitoba Ophthalmological Society, the Manitoba Association of Optometrists, Manitoba Health, Manitoba Education, Training and Youth and the CNIB form the Provincial Vision Conservation Committee endorse the screening of students’ vision in school to detect visual difficulties in kindergarten and Grades 1, 3, 5, 7, Senior 1 and Senior 3. 25 The purpose of the vision screening program is to identify, as early as possible, school age students for possible visual difficulties and to refer to a professional eye care practitioner if vision difficulties are suspected. Screenings are conducted by school staff and their assistants or parent volunteers. Training sessions for screeners are led by Student Services Branch staff throughout the year.26 
In order to support the need for resources/material in alternate format the provincial government provides Alternate Format Services (AFS) for students who are print disabled, including students with vision loss. AFS provide students with books in alternate formats (school texts or supplemental reading books); an inter-library loan service to acquire alternate format materials from other educational resource centers for the print disabled in Canada; instruction on the use of the online catalogue; and quick and in-depth information and detailed searches of the collection.25 When alternate format books are not available at the on-site collection at AFS or from the interlibrary loan contacts, Media Production Services (MPS) may produce requested books in alternate formats (braille, large print, audio books and electronic text).25 Student Service Unit provides Special Learning Equipment (loans and repair) for some severely disabled students and technology support for students with vision loss. These items (e.g. braillers, CCTV's, computer access devices) provide access to educational technologies not normally available in the classroom or through any other source.25 
Ontario

On December 12, 1980, An Act to Amend the Education Act, often referred to as Bill 82, came into effect in Ontario. This legislation had a significant impact on special education in the province. For the first time, school boards in Ontario were required to provide exceptional students with special education programs and services that are appropriate for their needs or to purchase these services through an agreement with another publicly funded school board. Up to this time, provision of services for students with exceptionalities was optional.27 
Over time, a number of regulations and policy statements, including policy/program memoranda, were issued by the ministry to support the policy framework reflected in the legislation28 
Regulation 181/98: Identification and Placement of Exceptional Pupils, which requires that all school boards establish at least one Identification, Placement and Review Committee (IPRC) to determine if a student should be identified as exceptional, and, if so, what the determination of placement should be. For students whose needs cannot be met entirely in the regular classroom, a range of placement options is available. As in other provinces, these options include:28 
 

· A regular class with indirect support - the student is placed in a regular class for the entire day, and the teacher receives specialized consultative services; 

· A regular class with resource assistance - the student is placed in a regular class for most or all of the day and receives specialized instruction, individually or in a small group, within the regular classroom from a qualified special education teacher; 

· A regular class with withdrawal assistance - the student is placed in a regular class and receives instruction outside the classroom, for less than 50 per cent of the school day, from a qualified special education teacher; 

· A special education class with partial integration - the student is placed by the IPRC in a special education class, for at least 50 per cent of the school day, but is integrated with a regular class for at least one instructional period daily; 

· A full-time special education class. 

The IPRC may also refer the student to a provincial committee for consideration of eligibility for admission to one of the Provincial Schools for blind, deaf or deaf-blind students.28  
Regulation 306: Education programs and Services, which defines the requirement for each school board to maintain a special education plan for the delivery of special education programs and services, and sets out the authority for the Minister of Education to require a school board to amend its plan if necessary.28  
Regulation 464/97: Special Education Advisory Committee, which sets out requirements for school board Special Education Advisory Committees (SEACs), such as their role, membership, and scope of activities.28  
Regulation 298: Operation of Schools-General, which describes certain qualifications for special education teachers, a provision for reducing the length of the school day for exceptional pupils, and maximum class size provisions for special education classes.28  
Regulation 296: Ontario Schools for the Blind and Deaf, which sets out operating procedures for these schools, and also describes duties of teachers, residence counsellors, parents, and superintendents at these special schools.28 
The following two policy directives to school boards in a form of policy/program memoranda (PPMs) concern education for students who are deaf or with vision loss:28   
· PPM 1 advises that the Provincial Schools are mandated to provide resource services to school boards. It also identifies services which are available to school boards without a charge, such as audiological, psychological services, educational consultation, professional development, learning materials, and media.

· PPM 76C outlines the educational programs and services offered by school boards that are an alternative to the Provincial Schools.  School boards are encouraged to discuss placement options, including placement in Provincial Schools, with students and their parents.

If a school board provides an alternative educational program for students who need to use braille and other tactile formats as their prime educational media or who would otherwise be enrolled at the W. Ross Macdonald School, specially trained personnel, including teachers who have the necessary qualifications to teach blind, deaf, or deaf-blind students, orientation and mobility instructors, interpreters, interveners, transcribers, and teacher-assistants, provide support services to students.28 
The required qualifications of these personnel are outlined in the policies. 28 
The Ontario Schools for the Blind and Deafblind recently underwent an extensive reorganization to permit them to discharge their mandate more effectively. One of the most significant changes was the formation of a separate and identifiable resource services program within each school to enhance the schools' capability to provide appropriate services to school boards and agencies (e.g., educational consultative services, vision resources program, professional development services, etc).28 
Quebec

The basic orientation of the special education policy in Quebec was officially launched in January 2000.29 The main principle is that educational success has different meanings depending on the abilities and needs of different students. The principle is to be used as a foundation and guide for every decision concerning students with particular needs. Differentiated instruction is recognized as an approach that allows the diversity and heterogeneity of a student group to be taken into account.30  
In order to implement this basic orientation, six lines of action have been chosen:31 
1. Recognizing the importance of prevention and early intervention, and making a commitment to devote additional effort to this area.
2. Most students receive educational services in regular schools, in regular classes, and adapting these services should be the first line of response to students with special needs. 

3. Providing educational services to students with special needs by basing them on the individual evaluation of students’ abilities and needs. Once the student is enrolled in a school, the Education Act states that an individualized education plan (IEP) suited to the student’s needs must be established. 

4. Creating a true educational community, starting with the child and the parents and continuing with outside partners and community organizations working with young people, in order to provide more consistent intervention and better coordinated services. 

5. Devoting particular attention to students at risk, especially those with learning disabilities or behavioral difficulties, and determining methods of intervention that better meet their needs and abilities. 

6. Developing methods for evaluating students’ educational success in terms of knowledge, social development and qualifications, assessing the quality of services and reporting results in order to adjust intervention strategies, to improve the quality of the services provided and to report the results obtained. 

All six lines of action apply to students with vision loss. In terms of placement options, students with vision loss in Quebec have the following options:32 
1. Integration into mainstream classes with support for a teacher and a student; 

2. Intégration en classe ordinaire avec participation à une classe-ressource plus de trois heures par semaine.Integration in ordinary classes with participation in a resource class more than three hours per week; 

3. Classe spéciale homogène (regroupant des élèves ayant le même type de difficulté).Homogeneous special class (grouping of students with the same type of difficulty); 

4. Classe spéciale hétérogène (regroupant des élèves ayant des difficultés différentes).Heterogeneous special class (consisting of students with different challenges); 

5. École spécialisée.Special school, the Philip E. Layton School (PEL), for English speaking students, or Jacques Ouellette near Montreal for French speaking students.
To ensure that the services they offer are complementary, and to meet the need for more joint action, the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health and Social Services signed a contractual agreement concerning all interventions affecting the development of young people with special needs. The agreement concerns health and wellbeing, education, prevention, and adjustment and rehabilitation services.30 
The Montreal Association for the Blind (MAB), through the contractual agreement between the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health and Social Services works in partnership with the English Montreal School Board to provide both educational and rehabilitation services in the English language to children and youth with vision loss, 4 to 21 years of age, as well as to children who have other impairments in addition to their vision loss.33  
Itinerant services are provided to students who are integrated in regular community schools at both the elementary and secondary school levels. These services are provided by the English Montreal School Board in partnership with the MAB. The School Board and the MAB also work with children outside the Montreal region as appropriate and do so in collaboration with the local establishments and resources of the region. The services include the following:33 
· Braille instruction to students;
· Adaptation of educational materials as appropriate; 

· Consultation with community classroom teachers and other school personnel as appropriate;
· Access to MAB rehabilitation services as required;
· Access to technical aids (adapted computers, magnifiers, braillers, etc.) through la Régie de l'assurance maladie du Québec (RAMQ's) Aids Program for the Visually Handicapped;
· In-service information sessions on topics of vision loss provided in collaboration with MAB rehabilitation professionals and offered to education professionals in the regular community school setting as required.
The MAB also provides:34
· A residential program for students attending the Philip E. Layton School;
· Braille Production Services through a contractual agreement with the Quebec Ministry of Education for the English-speaking students in elementary and secondary schools in Quebec;
· Free braille library services, catering primarily to English-speaking students of Quebec.
In addition, the Institute Nazareth et Louis-Braille (INLB), through an agreement between the Ministry of Health and Social Services and the Ministry of Education (1991) offers a range of the following services in schools to support French speaking students with vision loss:32 
· Optométrie : une expertise spécialisée en basse vision permettant d'évaluer les particularités de chacun, d'attribuer des aides visuelles appropriées et d'en assurer une bonne utilisation, de fournir des recommandations concernant l'accès à la lecture, etc.;Optometry (low vision assessment),
· Orientation et mobilité : une aide aux déplacements prenant la forme de familiarisation à de nouveaux lieux; une intervention visant les déplacements sécuritaires adaptés aux besoins et particularités visuelles de chacun ;Orientation and mobility,
· Communication adaptée : évaluation et attribution d'aides à la lecture et à l'écriture en mode sonore, en braille ou en grossissement, selon les incapacités visuelles et suivant les règles d'attribution de la Régie de l'assurance-maladie du Québec (RAMQ).Adaptive technology: assessment and allocation of aids,
· Psychologie : un enfant rencontre des difficultés dans son parcours scolaire ?Psychology: consultations about adjusting to vision loss and raising children with vision loss, 

· Autonomie dans les activités de la vie quotidienne : une intervention qui vise le développement d'habiletés dans les activités domestiques et qui tend à favoriser l'intégration à diverses activités récréatives.Independent living skills. 
INLB covers an area of approximately 13 school boards including several schools.32 
New Brunswick

In the province of New Brunswick, students, regardless of exceptionalities, have full access to the curricula, programs and services offered in each school throughout the province. Since the introduction of An Act to Amend the Schools Act (Bill 85), and the subsequent proclamation of the 1986 Schools Act, the public education system has become committed to a process of inclusive education such that all exceptional students would be educated in their neighborhood schools in regular classroom settings alongside their non-exceptional peers.35 
Bill 85, along with the Constitution Act and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the Canadian Human Rights Act, and the New Brunswick Human Rights Act, all govern the ways and means that school districts provide services and programs to exceptional students. The Department of Education and the school boards are responsible for the education of all children in New Brunswick who qualify by age and residency and they must make reasonable accommodations in meeting the needs of all students and particularly those with varying degrees of disability.35  
School boards are instructed to place exceptional students in regular classrooms unless such placement proves detrimental to the needs of the child or other children in the class.35 Bill 85 states that where an exceptional pupil is not able to receive a special education in a school, the Ministry may provide the program or service in the student’s home or an institution approved by the Minister (for example, short term placement through the Atlantic Provinces Special Education Authority (APSEA) for students with vision loss).35 

Where a school district is too small to have support services on a full-time basis, a more flexible administrative structure, such as the Shared Service Area must be adopted to enable them to meet these needs. The Shared Service Areas allow several small districts to work together to obtain these services. Each Shared Service Area has available a person, well qualified by both training and experience whose task it is to assist school districts with the integration of exceptional students.35 

The Education Act states that the determination of an exceptional student is the responsibility of the superintendent of a school district after consulting with qualified persons. Depending on the nature and extent of the exceptionality, qualified persons may include classroom/subject teacher(s), itinerant teachers of the visually impaired, members of the school-based student services team, appropriate district staff, such as psychologists or residents in psychology, medical personnel, speech language pathologists, occupational therapists, Early Childhood Intervention personnel and others.36 The Education Act also indicates that the parent of a student must be consulted during the process of the determination of an exceptionality, and in the process of developing special education programs and services for the student. However, the ultimate decision for placement, programming and services lies with the superintendent of a school district.36 
As in other provinces, when a student is experiencing difficulties over an extended period of time and is not making progress even with the additional support that a teacher would typically employ in the classroom a development of a individual education plan should be considered. This plan is called the Special Education Plan (SEP) in New Brunswick. The resource teacher is key to the process of the development and monitoring of a Special Education Plan. He/she operates within a model of collaborative consultation, where he or she plays a role in assessment (informal, curriculum-based and some standardized), in co-planning and co-teaching, and in the provision of resources for the classroom teacher to address the needs of an exceptional student. The resource teacher may provide support to students through monitoring, indirect or direct services, and with continued consultation and collaboration with the classroom teacher and others involved in the students’ program.37  
Planning and interventions for the student by both the classroom and resource teachers can occur even though an exceptionality has not been identified (or “diagnosed”) through formal assessment. 36
It is expected that school districts have in place an effective district Student Services Team that meets on a regular basis (suggested minimum of twice a month) to discuss issues regarding the programs and services for students with exceptionalities. Depending on local circumstances and needs, the school-based Student Services Team should include a school administrator, resource teacher(s), classroom teacher(s), guidance counsellor(s), and/or others that have responsibility in the school for the programs and services for students with exceptionalities. The school principal has the ultimate responsibility to see that the planning procedures and documentation guidelines are followed and that an effective school-based Student Services Team is in place.36 
Any student who is receiving accommodations, modifications, or individualization as documented in a Special Education Plan should be considered for accommodations or exemption for the provincial assessments. Decisions of this nature need to be discussed collaboratively between the resource teacher and the classroom teacher.35 
All the special education policy directives to school boards abovementioned are applicable to students with vision loss. School boards are instructed and supported by the Department of Education to support students with vision loss through APSEA’s personnel and services. APSEA’s itinerant service is offered in each school district. In addition, APSEA’s personnel need to be included in the Special Education Plan meetings and processes in order to allow them to contribute their expertise to the school-based team.36  
Nova Scotia

The Department of Education in Nova Scotia released the province’s first Special Education Policy in 1996. Supported by the Education Act, the policy promotes the principle of inclusion and views parents as integral partners in the individual program planning for their child and as part of the school planning team.38 
A Special Education Policy states that the support services designed to meet students’ diverse educational needs should be coordinated within the neighborhood school and to the extent possible, within grade level/subject area classrooms. Co-teaching is a model for the delivery of resource services that supports this goal for students. Co-teaching is defined as a classroom/subject area teacher and a resource teacher working together in the same setting to provide instruction to students using one or more of a variety of co-teaching formats.39  
The Department of Education recognizes and supports the basic right of all students, including students with vision loss, to full and equal participation in education and to quality education and qualified teachers. These rights are supported from a programming perspective in the Public School Programs (PSP) document produced annually by the Department of Education.38
The Student Services division of the Department of Education is responsible for setting the direction and establishing the vision, goals, policy, and action plans for special education programming and services for the Province of Nova Scotia. As in other provinces, school boards provide the programs and services necessary to meet the needs of students within their jurisdictions.38 Support services may be required by any student at any point during his or her school life and should be designed to be flexible enough to accommodate a wide range of needs at any given time. Thus, the service delivery model emphasizes collaboration among all partners in the education process - parents, community, schools, boards, health and community services agencies, and government departments.38 
Under special education policy, each school board in Nova Scotia is responsible for establishing a process of identification, assessment, program planning and evaluation for students with special needs, including students with vision loss. The program planning process, carried out by school-level program planning teams, provides a vehicle for building collaborative support networks designed to address a student’s identified educational needs.39 Resource teachers and the programming and services they provide are critical components to the program planning process for students with special needs.39 
When the program planning team has determined that adaptations are not sufficient to address student needs and that the outcomes of the provincially approved curriculum must be changed or additional outcomes need to be developed to meet the needs of the student, the team is responsible for developing an individual educational plan, which is called the Individual Program Plan (IPP) in Nova Scotia.40  IPPs should be developed in the context of the curriculum outcome areas of the Public School Programs (PSP). The program planning team is responsible for reviewing the student’s progress toward meeting the outcomes of the IPP and meeting to discuss changes when necessary. Student progress is evaluated in the context of learning outcomes. An IPP should be reviewed at least twice in each year.38
Under special education policy the Department of Education is responsible for actively participating in interdepartmental and interagency collaborative efforts in the design and implementation of appropriate programs and services for student with special needs (e.g., APSEA in the case of students with vision loss). Therefore, when school boards in Nova Scotia require assistance in providing services and supports to students with vision loss, APSEA assists in meeting the educational needs of these children.41
Prince Edward Island

The current Minister’s Directive on Special Education in Prince Edward Island came into effect in October, 2001. The Directive was developed by the Student Services Division, Department of Education, through a process of extensive consultation with the educational partners in the public school system.42 The provincial approach to Special Education in the province is characterized by a commitment to a continuum of support services in order to assist students with special needs achieve learning outcomes. This continuum of support services is based on the philosophy of inclusionary practices and it is implemented according to Department of Education standards, policies, procedures.42 

A continuum of support is a range of programs, settings, materials and services of additional or alternate curriculum, adaptations or modifications, changes in teaching methodology and/or evaluation and/or support from school staff that accommodate various levels of need within public schools for students with assessed special education needs.43 The needs of most students will be met by classroom/subject teachers using the regular provincial curriculum. When students require support programs and/or services beyond classroom adaptations, teachers and parents will explore the option of individualized planning. The required support may range from short term strategies applied in the classroom to an in-depth planning process through development of an Individualized Education Plan (IEP).43 Continuum of available support is described as follows:43  

1. Grade/Subject Classroom Placement with or without additional in-class support (may consist of co-teaching with and/or planning support for classroom teacher as well as direct support for students);
2. Grade/Subject Classroom Placement with scheduled withdrawal for specific programming from itinerant teachers or tutors (e.g. APSEA in the case of students with vision loss);
3. Special Programming in neighborhood schools (e.g., mentors)
4. Special Supports/Programs in school boards/districts (e.g., Board based Student Services Teams);
5. Residential or day placements outside school boards where educational services are government funded (e.g., APSEA’s short term programs).
The Minister’s Directive on Special Education states that the educational needs of students must be identified by assessment, so that programs and services that address individual needs can be implemented.44 Under the special education directive, the principal is responsible for ensuring that IEPs are prepared, implemented and reviewed according to the guidelines established by the Department of Education.43 
Services to students with vision loss in PEI are provided by the Atlantic Provinces Special Education Authority (APSEA) which is an inter-provincial agency that operates in the four Atlantic Provinces.

Newfoundland and Labrador

The province's current Schools Act stipulates attendance of all students at their neighborhood schools and outlines aspects of support within a philosophy of acceptance for individuals with disabilities.7 Under the School Act the main principles of shared responsibility among all educators, full acceptance of student diversity, collaboration among stakeholders, and equal access to educational opportunity guide both the development and the delivery of programs for students with special needs in the province and constitute the guidelines by which programs are evaluated, decisions are made and legislation is interpreted.7
In the province of Newfoundland and Labrador, the Model for the Coordination of Services to Children and Youth with Special Needs is the vehicle employed in the delivery of services for students with special needs.7 The model was adopted in 1996 by the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador. Under this model personnel from the Departments of Education, Health and Community Services, Human Resources, Labour and Employment and Justice collaborate to provide services to children and youth.45 The goal of this model is to reduce duplication of services and to increase communication in order to maximize efficiency of interventions for youth with special needs.7
A key element of this model is the Individual Support Services Plan (ISSP).2 The ISSP identifies the child’s strengths and needs and provides the framework for an integrated approach to meet those needs. It is a collaborative process involving the child, the parent and relevant service providers from the four partner Departments of Government in Newfoundland and Labrador.45 The ISSP has become central to the current model of service provision for special education in Newfoundland and Labrador and is now anchored in several pieces of legislation that guide all government departments.2 
Support services are delivered to students with special needs in Newfoundland and Labrador via the model known as Pathways to Programming and Graduation.7 This cascade model was articulated in the 1986 Newfoundland and Labrador Special Education Policy to provide guidance in appropriate program planning for children.2 Most students with special needs should begin their formal education in the grade level classroom setting with support services. As strengths and needs become more clearly defined, other options from the cascade of services may need to be explored and accessed.46
There are five Pathways that students with special needs, including students with vision loss can access in their individual programming:47 
· Pathway 1 refers to the provincial curriculum for a course or subject.

· Pathway 2 follows the provincial curriculum, but the student receives accommodations or supports to meet the required outcomes for each course/subject. In the case of children with vision loss adaptations may include the use of technology to compensate for the visual impairment, or use of low vision aids.45  
· Pathway 3 refers to modifying provincial curriculum. The general intent of the course remains the same, but some outcomes are changed. A student with vision loss may require Pathway 3 modified courses in some areas of his or her programming. Generally vision loss alone would not be sufficient reason for modification of a course.45
· Pathway 4 refers to an individualized alternate course (academic or non-academic skills). Students with vision loss will likely require Pathway 4 alternate courses taught by either the special education teacher or the itinerant teacher for students who are blind or visually impaired. Alternate courses may be required in the areas of disability specific skills, but also in the areas of concept development, psychosocial aspects of low vision, adjustment to blindness issues, listening skills and so on.45
· Pathway 5 refers to a program which is totally different from the provincial curriculum; the focus is on development of daily living skills such as personal care, social skills, money identification and management, communication skills, food preparation, recreation and leisure; academics are only a small part.45
Children are not slotted into one particular Pathway, rather they may access various appropriate Pathway supports based on their strengths and needs.47 
As mentioned earlier, students with vision loss in Newfoundland and Labrador are supported by the services of an itinerant teacher. The itinerant teacher may also offer programming and transition assistance for all preschool children who are blind or visually impaired prior to their entering school; direct teaching in areas such as braille, orientation and mobility, language, concepts, social skills, independent living skills, use of low vision aids; and, recommendations for specialized equipment and materials.48 
In addition to the itinerant teacher for students who are blind or visually impaired, children with vision loss in Newfoundland and Labrador may receive services from different professional groups (CNIB personnel, occupational therapist; speech-language pathologist; social worker, APSEA, provincial consultant for students who are blind or visually impaired, school administrator, non-categorical or categorical special education teacher, special education teacher, etc.).45  
4. Funding – Summary by each province

In Canada, there are two types of funding for services for students with special needs: enrolment-based funding (so called “census” or “global”) and funding by student category.49 Enrolment-based funding is calculated on the basis of the total number of students enrolled in a school district. This type of funding assumes that the number of students and the resources required to assist these students is consistent across local school districts.50 Categorical funding means that the fund for special education is allocated to school districts on the basis of their circumstances. This type of funding allows the allocation of funds to respond to specific needs of students or districts.49 A number of provinces are moving toward a hybrid model, which allows them to consider financing based on enrollment as well as need.50 Table 1 presents the summary of available funding for students with special needs in different provinces. 
 Table 1. Funding for services for students with special needs

	Province
	Funding

	British Columbia
	· Basic Allocation

· Additional supplementary funding for students in different categories (Level 1, Level 2, and Level 3)


	Saskatchewan
	· Saskatchewan has moved to block funding recognition from individual student funding and moved to a needs-based model with undefined individual funding recognition.



	Manitoba
	· Two levels of special needs support based on an educational needs assessment (Level II and Level III)

· Funding for consultants for various areas of special needs

· Alternate funding for transportation


	Ontario
	· Foundation Grant
· Special Education Grant with five components: 

· Special Education Per-Pupil Amount (SEPPA)

· Special Equipment Amount (SEA)

· High Needs Amount 

· Special Incidence Portion (SIP)

· Facilities Amount



	Quebec
	· School boards receive $1000 per student enrolled

· For students who are braille users the school board pays $5000 for materials



	New Brunswick 
	Funding is provided to school boards for:
· Coordination services

· Instructional services

· Methods and resource teachers

· Teachers for withdrawal programs and any at-home program

· Paraprofessional support

· Materials and equipment

· Counseling, psychological and health support services.

· Cost for APSEA’s services is shared with three other Atlantic Provinces



	Nova Scotia
	· Non-global grant for students with special needs
· Targeted funded grants 

· Services for students with vision loss are funded through APSEA



	Prince Edward Island
	· Special Education Materials funding
· Annual budget for specialized technology through the Student Services Division of the Department of Education

· Services for students with vision loss are funded through APSEA



	Newfoundland and Labrador
	· All students are counted for classroom teacher allocation

· The allocation of special education teachers is on a per pupil basis of 7 teachers per every 1000 students

· The allocation of teachers for pervasive needs are based on the number of students meeting the criteria on a per school basis 

· Alternate funding for special transportation 

· Alternate funding for other specialized services such as specialized technology
· Itinerant teachers employed by school boards, but other services for students with vision loss funded through APSEA


British Columbia

British Columbia uses the Basic Allocation, a standard amount of money provided per school age student enrolled in a school district. This amount includes funds to support the learning needs of students who are identified as having learning disabilities, mild intellectual disabilities, students requiring moderate behavior supports and students who are gifted. The Basic Allocation also includes funds to support Boards of Education in providing learning assistance, speech-language pathology services, hospital homebound services, and assessment services.51 Additional supplementary funding recognizes the additional cost of providing programs for students with special needs in the different categories, including blind and visually impaired students.18 This funding is provided to school boards in addressing the aspects of special education for students who meet criteria as Level 1, 2 or 3 unique needs:18
● Level 1– includes students with multiple needs who are dependent, handicapped or deafblind;
● Level 2– includes students with moderate/profound intellectual disabilities, with physical disabilities or chronic health impairments, with visual impairments, with autism spectrum disorder, or students who are deaf or hard of hearing;
● Level 3– includes students requiring intensive behaviour interventions or students with serious mental illness.
Level 1 students are funded at $32,000 per full time equivalent (FTE); Level 2 students at $16,000 per FTE, while Level 3 students are funded at $8,000 per FTE.51
Saskatchewan 

In 2009-10, the Ministry of Education’s block funding to boards of education, inclusive of intensive supports, totaled $990.5M.

Students identified as requiring Intensive Supports may be categorized as: undiagnosed conditions; blind or visual impairment; deaf or hard of hearing; intellectual disability; mental health impairment; multiple disability; orthopedic disability; pervasive developmental disorder; physical health impairment; prenatal substance exposure; substance-related disorders; and, other diagnosed.

Saskatchewan has moved to block funding recognition from individual student funding and moved to a needs-based model with undefined individual funding recognition.

The traditional school division service delivery model of first responding with an educational assistant to support students identified with Intensive Supports is in transition to a model that is outcome-focused, including a greater emphasis on professional supports.  This change challenges the supports that parents have been accustomed to.

School divisions are in transition to a service delivery model that provides a range of supports at the school, school division, and other agency level.  School-level supports include school administrators, classroom teachers, qualified special education teachers, and educational assistants.  School division-level supports include specialized multidisciplinary team members such as speech-language pathologists, psychologists, consultants, occupational therapists, physical therapists, social workers, counsellors, nurses, English as a Second Language specialists, etc. Other agency supports include partners in Health, Social Services, and Corrections, Public Safety and Policing.
Manitoba

The provincial government in Manitoba recognizes two different levels of special needs support based on a comprehensive educational needs assessment.26 These levels identify the conditions required for a student to be eligible for a particular support level. The higher a student’s level, the more extra funding is provided. A portion of base support funding is designed for students requiring supports for part of the school day. Funding eligibility criteria for Level II support ($8,955 per student) are based on the student’s need for individualized instruction for a major part of the school day. Students with severe vision loss whose primary learning mode is not visual and who needs extensive accommodation into the learning environment and adaptations to materials are at this level. Funding eligibility criteria for Level III support ($19,920 per student) are based on the student’s need for individualized instruction for the entire school day, additional specialized supports provided by the school division/district, and programming requirements significantly beyond those established for Level II support. Blind students who require extensive adaptations to the learning environment, specifically to print medium are at this level. This may include direct instruction in braille and orientation and mobility.26 Funding is also provided for consultants for various areas of special needs, as well as for transportation.50 

Ontario

Education funding in Ontario starts with the Foundation Grant, which gives every school board a basic level of funding for each student. Additional funding is provided through special purpose grants based on specific costs or needs that affect some boards and some students more than others.28 The Special Education Grant funding is intended to support the additional programs, services, and equipment required to meet the educational needs of students with special needs. This funding includes five components - the Special Education Per-Pupil Amount (SEPPA), the Special Equipment Amount (SEA), the High Needs Amount, the Special Incidence Portion (SIP), and the Facilities Amount.28
SEPPA recognizes the cost of providing additional assistance to the majority of students with special needs and it is allocated to boards on the basis of total enrolment. SEA covers the incremental cost of an individual student's equipment needs in excess of $800 in the year of purchase. Examples of eligible expenses include print enlargers for students with low vision, computer hardware, speech synthesizers, training for students and staff on how to use SEA funded computers, software or other equipment. The High Needs Amount addresses the cost of providing the intensive staff support required by the small number of students with very high needs. SIP supports students with exceptionally high needs who require more than two full-time staff to address health and safety needs. When approved, the Ministry will grant up to a maximum of $27,000 per student per year. This additional support may be provided by teachers’ assistants, education assistances, child and youth workers, health/personal care assistants or any other equivalent assistant. The student will be enrolled in a regular class with special education support or a special education class. Boards are expected to make use of the cost-sharing arrangements permitted through the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care’s (MOHLTC) Assistive Devices Program (ADP). ADP provides partial funding to individuals for some equipment required for daily living. The ADP program does not fund equipment required only for school purposes.28
Quebec

In Quebec the rules on the funding of services for students with special needs refer to categories of students. The funding allocated by the Ministry of Education to the mandated school boards is intended to cover the costs they need for carrying out their mandates in accordance with the Ministry’s orientations and to maintain equity in the distribution of resources to the regions. The mandated school boards bill each participating school board $1000 per student “enrolled”. There are also some supplementary allocations to cover the difference between the revenues from the billing and the cost of the services provided.29 Since the number of students to whom services have to be provided varies little from year to year, the funding is determined on the basis of a period of several years. However, the Ministry has agreed to consider the possibility of an ad hoc adjustment where there is a major disparity.29 Students with vision loss can receive itinerant services only if their home board completes an interboard agreement with the English Montreal School Board which implies a minimum payment of $1000 for 6 visits per year.53 If the student is a braille user the school board also pays $5000 for materials. In the English Quebec system, it is the itinerant who teaches the student braille, so fees in excess of the $5000 plus $1000 are negotiated. The French sector regards the home school as responsible for teaching the student to read, and offers yearly training to staff from the home district.53 
New Brunswick 

Enrolment-based funding is the model currently in use in New Brunswick. Bill 85 states that the funding is provided to school boards for coordination services (one person whose responsibility it is to coordinate all services required by any student and provided by the school district or other agencies); instructional services (in addition to regular classroom teachers and administrators); methods and resource teachers to assist regular classroom teachers to maintain students in regular classrooms, as well as with identification, assessment, program planning and implementation and follow-up; teachers for withdrawal programs where necessary; teachers for home/hospital tutoring or any at-home program; support services, such as paraprofessional support to assist schools and teachers in the implementation of a student’s individual education plan; materials and equipment necessary to implement a student’s individual education plan; counseling services; psychological services; health support services.35 Cost for supporting students with vision loss through APSEA is shared with three other Atlantic Provinces. 

Nova Scotia

In Nova Scotia the Department of Education provides a non-global grant and other targeted grants to assist school boards with the costs of providing programming and services for students with special needs.38 In addition, targeted funding grants are provided to school boards for specific initiatives. School boards may enhance programs and services for students with special needs by co-operating with other school boards or agencies in the sharing of personnel, and they can also use funds from the special education grant to purchase or rent specialized equipment and materials for the purposes of educational programming (not typically provided for regular school programs or individual students) that is required to optimize the learning of students with special needs. Funds available for special education cannot be used to fund programs provided to students with vision loss through APSEA.38
Prince Edward Island

Each school in PEI has access to a Special Education Materials budget which is allocated on a yearly basis and is administered by the Program Consultant in Student Services at the Department of Education.42 The consultant maintains an extensive catalogue of special education materials, a lending library and provides consultative services to teachers who are searching out suitable modified or adapted materials. In addition to the materials and resources available to teachers through the Special Education Program Consultant, there is also an annual budget and support service available for specialized technology through the Student Services Division of the Department of Education. 42 
Newfoundland and Labrador

Newfoundland and Labrador uses a hybrid approach which is a combination of the enrolment-based and pervasive needs methods.50 All students are counted for classroom teacher allocation. The allocation of special education teachers, who serve children with identified needs, is on a per pupil basis of 7 teachers per every 1000 students. The allocation of teachers for pervasive needs, who assist students with severe special needs, are provided to the districts who assign to schools based on the number of students meeting the criteria on a per school basis. Funding is also provided for special services provided by personnel available to support students with special needs (e.g., itinerant teachers for blind and visually impaired students, educational psychologists, speech language pathologists, etc.), for alternate format textbooks, and other forms of specialized technology on the application and approval basis. The annual budget for alternate format textbooks, and other forms of specialized technology is approximately $100.000. Also, special transportation is provided on an application and approval basis. The annual cost is approximately $2.6 million.50  
In order to support services for students with vision loss the four Atlantic Provinces established an interprovincial co-operative agency – APSEA. Operational costs are shared among the four provinces through the APSEA agreement.41 
5. Support in the school system – students with vision loss

5.1. Canadian National Standards for children and youth who are blind or visually impaired 

In 1998 a group of 125 representatives from various fields concerned with vision health came together in Toronto, Ontario to give consideration to an impending crisis associated with vision loss and the lack of essential support services. As a result of this National Consultation, the National Coalition for Vision Health (NCVH) was formed with a Board representing all major stakeholders, including education.1 The Coalition formed an expert sub-committee of educators to devise National standards for educational service to children who are blind or visually impaired. These standards are intended to apply to all students with vision loss in Canada and to ensure quality education support. Furthermore, they are intended to help to ensure incorporation of the skills outlined in the expanded core curriculum in all programs for students with vision loss.1 The standards are presented in Appendix A. 

5.2. Guiding principles and standards in providing support for students with vision loss

Following provincial policies and legislation outlined above, each school board or district in Canada is responsible for establishing a process of identification, assessment, program planning and evaluation for students with vision loss. As in the case of legislation and policies, each province has its own approach but for the most part guiding principles and standards in providing support for students with vision loss follow similar paths. In general, once the child has been registered in a school, and the school board or district has been notified that the child will be starting school, there are several steps involved in the process of initiating support for students with vision loss in the school system:54 
1. A comprehensive assessment of the child

2. Determination of level of in-school support

3. Programming for individual needs

5.2.1. Assessment 

The educational needs of students with vision loss must be identified by expert assessment, so that programs and services that address individual needs can be implemented. Assessment is a continuous and progressive process that moves from informal methods of gathering information to more formal assessment as needed. It requires ongoing documentation and integration of information from several sources: parents, students, school personnel, the school-based student services team and specialists, as appropriate.44 
The assessment of students with vision loss is expected to include submission of medical information (a medical eye examination report), collection of background information and completion of functional vision assessment (FVA).54 If a school board has a qualified teacher of the visually impaired, or vision teacher (TVI), that teacher should gather background information about the child in preparation for the Functional Vision Assessment (FVA).54 Even if an FVA has been conducted by a low vision specialist or a vision rehabilitation worker, the vision teacher conducts another assessment to identify the educational implications of the student’s vision loss.54 Functional Vision Assessment is a process that helps develop a profile of the student’s visual skills. This profile will assist the school support team in developing the student’s program plan and in deciding on teaching strategies.19 
For children with severe vision loss, the vision teacher may perform an assessment of tactile skills and possibly a Learning Media Assessment (LMA) to determine the most suitable literacy medium.14 The tactile assessment addresses areas such as manual dexterity, fingertip sensitivity, tactile manipulation of objects, tactile identification of objects, and fine motor skills. A referral to an Occupational Therapist may be made. The LMA is a tool used by the vision teacher to examine the child’s use of sensory information and to determine which formats for reading the child will find best for initial learning – braille, large print, or a combination of both.14 As the child progresses in an academic program, the vision teacher is expected to monitor the child’s vision and evaluate the appropriateness of the reading format at various times with the Learning Media Assessment.14  
In all provinces, the vision teacher who has orientation and mobility training may perform an assessment of the student’s orientation and mobility skills. He/she will determine goals for the student with the school-based team, conduct the student’s orientation and mobility program and assess the student’s progress.45 When vision teachers are not also trained orientation and mobility specialists, these services may be sub-contracted to not-for-profit or private providers or school districts may employ their own Orientation and mobility Specialists.18 
In the Atlantic Provinces, under APSEA, all itinerant teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired must work toward APSEA Orientation and Mobility certification and are trained under the guidance of certified Orientation and Mobility instructors. In addition, APSEA hires trained and certified Orientation and Mobility Consultants in each of the Atlantic Provinces to either work directly with students or to consult with the itinerant teacher to help identify the orientation and mobility needs of the student.
In some provinces school boards’ access to assistance for assessment of students’ educational needs through highly specialized expertise is provided by professionals outside the local school districts. For example, in Manitoba, a team of vision consultants, attached to the Department of Education, Student Services Branch, provide assessments of students with vision loss based on the eligibility criteria.25 In Saskatchewan, the ACCESS educational consultant for the visually impaired can provide a Functional Vision Assessment and make recommendations regarding educational programming when a referral is made by a school division.20 In Ontario, various types of assessment evaluations are available to boards without charge through the W. Ross Macdonald School.28 Students with vision loss in the Atlantic Provinces can have their assessments done by the vision teacher in collaboration with the Provincial Supervisor at the student’s home school or by the APSEA Assessment team at the APSEA Centre.41 
Students with vision loss may also need a variety of specialized equipment in order to function effectively in the school environment. Different provinces have different avenues for providing this type of assessment. For example, in Saskatchewan, when recommended by the ACESS consultant, a CNIB technology specialist can be contracted to conduct an assessment to recommend technology to meet the student’s needs.20 In British Columbia, SET-BC assists the school based team with the assessments necessary to match a student’s abilities and curriculum goals with assistive technologies.18 Students who will use technological equipment in the Atlantic Provinces will be assessed by the APSEA assessment team, which includes the APSEA Technology Resource teacher, the technician, itinerant teacher, provincial supervisors and the school team.45 APSEA recommended technology is loaned to the student by APSEA. 

In Manitoba, this type of assessment is provided by a consultant for the visually impaired with input from other Student Services Branch staff.25 The W. Ross McDonald School assists school boards in Ontario in assessing students’ needs for technology and assistive devices if local school boards do not employ their own Specialist Teachers of Students who are Visually Impaired.55
5.2.2. Determination of level of in-school support

As noted in the detailed descriptions above, after the assessment is completed, recommendations on the type and amount of support needed are made. The recommendations are contained in a formal report that is submitted to the school board and becomes part of the child’s official student record/file.54
Generally, in-school support follows one of two models:

· Itinerant teaching model

· Consultative model of services

Itinerant teaching model

Under the itinerant teaching model, students with vision loss are assigned primarily to the general classroom teacher they would have been assigned to if they did not have a visual impairment. In addition, a teacher of students with visual impairment is assigned to each student to address his/her special educational needs.56 Generally, a teacher of visually impaired who provides itinerant services does not have classrooms at each of the schools their students attend. Typically, they spend their time traveling among their students’ schools.56 Itinerant teacher caseloads are determined differently from province to province and from one area of a province to another. The time that the itinerant teacher spends with a student may vary from several hours a day to short weekly or biweekly instructional periods, based on the time required to meet the visual needs of the student. The visual needs of the student, as well as his/her further educational goals and objectives may be documented in the student’s school Individual Educational Plan (IEP) if an IEP is deemed necessary.56 In the Atlantic provinces, the student’s needs, goals and outcomes will be also outlined in an ASP (APSEA Service Plan for the Atlantic Provinces). 
There is direct instruction from a teacher for students who are visually impaired when the student needs to learn skills that are not part of the regular classroom curriculum (the Expanded Core Curriculum). The teacher of visually impaired students supports the teaching of academic subjects, such as reading or mathematics, and he/she may teach the special skills required to access the school curriculum.57
Consultative model of services

Under the consultative model of services, students with vision loss are in the regular classroom but receive indirect support through consultation with a teacher of students who are blind or visually impaired. In such cases, a teacher of the visually impaired will work with the classroom team to implement appropriate adaptations for the child’s learning. Examples of such adaptations are obtaining specialized equipment, such as computer software or tactile maps, recommending appropriate lighting or positioning for the child in the classroom, or ordering text in enlarged print or braille.57 

Consultation does not necessarily imply a limited commitment of time.56 The teacher of students who are blind or visually impaired may participate frequently when the student starts a new program and have less contact with the school team members after they become more familiar with the child’s vision loss.57
5.2.3. The Principle of Programming for Individual Needs
As noted above in the provincial overview, many students with vision loss are able to follow the curriculum with adaptations of learning resources or instructional methods. When necessary, however, the curriculum is modified. It is expected that students’ educational requirements and any special measures that are taken in order to help meet these requirements are generally documented in a formal Individual Educational Plan (IEP). The IEP is defined as a documented plan developed for a student with special needs that describes individualized goals with measurable objectives, the strategies to meet these goals, adaptations and/or modifications where appropriate, and includes measures for tracking student achievements in relation to the goals. The individualized education plan also needs to reflect decisions regarding transition planning across all grades and levels of schooling.43 
The IEP goes by various names in different provinces. In Saskatchewan it is referred to as the Personal Program Plan (PPP), in New Brunswick as the Special Education Plan (SEP), in Nova Scotia as the Individual Program Plan (IPP). An IEP, as an “education only” document has been replaced by the Individual Support Service Plan (ISSP) in Newfoundland and Labrador. ISSP is an inter-agency document that records, tracks and coordinates the services being provided to a child or youth by more than one government agency which may or may not involve the Department of Education.58 

Despite the different name, the content and the basic requirement are consistent: each plan generally identifies the student’s strengths and needs, sets relevant educational goals for the student, describes methods and resources to achieve the goals, sets a time frame and defines roles and responsibilities.30 
In every Canadian province, the school principal is responsible to ensure that an IEP is developed for each student who has been identified as a student with special needs and is unable to meet the required curriculum outcomes. An IEP may be also developed for a student who has not been formally identified as a student with special needs, but who has been deemed by the school board to require special education programs or services in order to attend school or to achieve curriculum expectations and/or whose learning expectations are modified from or alternative to the expectations set out for a particular grade level or course in a provincial policy document.15 The principal is also responsible for ensuring that the IEP is developed collaboratively by school and board staff members and parents who are familiar with the student and knowledgeable and qualified to develop the most effective plan for the student. 

The IEP team members may include the principal, the student’s teacher, the guidance counselor, the teacher of students with visual impairment, appropriate special education staff and support personnel, and staff from community agencies (e.g., CNIB staff), as appropriate. The parent of the student, and where appropriate, the student must be offered the opportunity to be involved as team members in the preparation of the IEP.15 One model that can be used to assist in information gathering and sharing and was suggested in the document “Personal Program Plans”, published by the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education is Multi-Action Planning System (MAPS).19 MAPS is a family and student oriented approach for deciding on PPP priorities. It focuses on the student’s strengths and needs and involves parents as partners in the planning session.19  

A school board must offer each student with special needs learning activities in accordance with the IEP assigned for that student. Also, the student’s progress towards meeting annual goals and learning expectations as well as the student’s changing needs must be evaluated at least once in every reporting period. The results of the evaluation must be reported to parents using the provincial report card.43 A school board must ensure that the IEP is reviewed at least once each school year, and where necessary, is revised or cancelled. 

The only instances in which an IEP is not required are when the student with special needs require little or no adaptations to materials, instructions or assessment methods, or the expected learning outcomes have not been modified; or the student requires 25 or fewer hours of remedial instruction by someone other than the classroom teacher.18 

5.3. The roles of the special schools: Ontario, QUEBEC and the Atlantic Provinces 

As mentioned earlier, most students with vision loss in Canada attend regular public school. However, three regions have retained special schools for these students: Ontario, Quebec and the Atlantic Provinces. 

Ontario

The Ontario Schools for the Blind and Deafblind (W. Ross Macdonald School) in Brantford and Centre Jules-Leger in Ottawa are provincial resource centers for students who are blind, with vision loss, or deafblind.59 W. Ross Macdonald School has been a resource centre for students who are blind or with vision loss since 1872 (the name of the school was changed in 1971).55 The Centre Jules-Leger offers curricula for students who are deaf, blind, with vision loss, or deafblind and who are exposed to a bilingual and bicultural education.60 Ministry of Education and Training establishes Centre Jules-Léger as a Demonstration School for the French speaking students with severe learning disabilities requiring a residential program in 1979. The centre expanded its services to include students with vision loss in 1988.60 
Programs that these schools offer are designed to help students learn to live independently and they are delivered by specially trained teachers. The programs are individualized to offer comprehensive life skills training, and recreational and social programs.55 In addition to academic studies, students are offered a wide range of courses, such as music, technology, disability specific skills training (e.g., orientation and mobility training and use of adaptive technology), family studies and physical education.59 Both centers provide residential services as well as preschool home visiting services to parents.59 They provide school board teachers with resource services and play also a valuable role in teacher training. 

All services that the W. Ross Macdonald School provides to school boards in Ontario are available in English and without charge. These services are listed below:  

· Vision resources Program: W. Ross Macdonald staff visit students who are blind or visually impaired, and attend a local school board program in Ontario upon a written request by school personnel to the Principal of Resource Services. Visits by a resource consultant provide for functional vision assessments of students, interpretation of medical reports regarding vision, programming suggestions for special equipment needs and consultation about orientation and mobility needs.55
· Educational Consultative Services, such as consultation in preparing and updating board plans and in setting up of programs, including equipment needs of students with vision loss. Consultative services also include information and advice on the integration of students with vision loss into regular classes and schools, monitoring of students in board programs, counselling and advice for parents of preschool children whose vision problems are diagnosed prior to school registration. Preschool educators or parent advisors can conduct home visits of up to one half-day per week to advise parents and assist in providing programming for their preschool child with vision loss in the home. The preschool educator can also arrange to visit Primary teachers when students enter Kindergarten or Grade 1 programs.28 
· Professional Development Services, through presentations, resource workshops and provision of selected reading materials to board professional staff.28  

· Resource Services Library: Provision of learning materials and media, such as braille, large-print textbooks and audiotapes for students with vision loss who are print disabled and attending Ontario’s elementary and secondary schools.55 
· Professional staff from the W. Ross Macdonald School are also available to help school boards locate resources for their special programs and explore alternative methods of providing the materials needed for students with vision loss. The Ministry encourages ongoing liaison between the school and qualified vision teachers employed by school boards.28
· Each board is requested to designate a particular individual to act as the official liaison person with the school. Effective liaison will promote co-operation and co-ordination of activities and help the provincial schools to respond to the requests submitted in an efficient manner. The school staff inform boards whenever a preschool child with vision loss is added to their preschool home visiting lists.28 
· Resource services for French speaking students with vision loss are provided through the Sudbury District Roman Catholic Separate School Board under a fee-for-service arrangement with the school.28 
Quebec
Students with vision loss in Quebec are able to attend either the Philip E. Layton School (PEL) or Jacques Ouellette near Montreal. Philip E. Layton School is an English language elementary and secondary school for students with vision loss, jointly operated by the Montreal Association for the Blind (MAB) and the English Montreal School Board.33 The MAB and Philip E.Layton School also work with children outside the Montreal region as appropriate and do so in collaboration with the local establishments and resources of the region. The services offered include a sensory stimulation program, curriculum approved by the Ministry of Education and the English Montreal School Board, education program based on the core curriculum needs of blind and visually impaired students, developmental, motor and sensory program, individualized program for students not integrated into a regular community school program, access to technical aids, itinerant services, and access to MAB rehabilitation services as required.33

École Jacques-Ouellette provides services within the specialized school setting for children with vision loss, but also to children who are integrated in a regular school. The school provides support to these children through itinerant teachers, specialized material and educational methods.61  
The Atlantic Provinces

Short-term residential programs, one week to five months, are available to students with vision loss who live in the Atlantic Provinces at the Atlantic Provinces Special Education Authority (APSEA Centre) in Halifax, Nova Scotia. These programs offer an array of disability specific skills. Short-term residential programs at the APSEA Centre in Halifax are designed to provide a comprehensive level of programming which may be difficult to incorporate in an integrated setting.41 In addition to this service, APSEA supports programs and services designed to assist school districts in the provision of adaptations required for students with vision loss. 

APSEA’s program is a cost-shared inter-provincial agreement among the four Atlantic Provinces.43 Each province has a supervisor responsible for supervising provincial programs and staff, assessing and recommending appropriate educational support and adaptations, providing in-service training to educators, and coordinating the development and implementation of programs for the 0 to 21 aged population who are blind or visually impaired.41 
The majority of APSEA’s services are provided to students in their local communities through direct instruction provided by APSEA itinerant teachers trained in the education of students with vision loss. Direct instruction within the integrated school program also includes work with classroom teachers to adapt the regular curricula, and participation of APSEA staff as members of multidisciplinary school teams designed to address the needs of these children. They assist public school staff and parents in adapting educational and recreational programs to ensure that students actively participate in school, home, and community life.41 
Furthermore, APSEA provides assessment and prescriptive programming for children and youth who are living with vision loss.  The programming supports include adaptations, technology assessments, provision of technology, and other areas of the Expanded Core Curriculum (ECC). Direct and consultative support is also provided by Orientation and Mobility Instructors, Transition Facilitators, Preschool Teachers and Technology Resource Teachers.

A consultant service to assist public school officials and personnel in providing programs for students is also available through APSEA.41 Consultative services include workshops for parents, teachers, provincial Departments of Education, healthcare personnel, service agencies, and interested community groups.41 

APSEA provides technology, equipment and material loan service for a variety of adaptive aids and materials (e.g., braillers, braille notetakers, tape recorders, low-vision aids, laptop computers with speech or large print, electronic aids). Textbooks and recreational reading materials in braille, large print and audio format, a well as a professional collection of texts on vision loss and special education are available through APSEA’s library services. The library is also part of the interlibrary loan network in North America. A toy library is also provided through APSEA.41 

Four types of orientation and mobility services are provided through APSEA: assessment, direct instruction, consultation and intensive short-term training. Orientation and mobility APSEA staff are available to assist school staff, itinerant teachers, parents, and others working with any student with orientation and mobility needs, both in the APSEA residential setting and in the child's home and/or community. In-services with teachers and parents are available upon request.41 
APSEA personnel are key participants in the IEP process and assist in incorporating service plans into the student’s IEP including transition planning services for students with vision loss.43 
Preschool and Parent Education Services are also available through APSEA and include home-based support and/or Centre based consultation for children before their school entrance. In addition to direct instruction through regular visits of a vision teacher to child’s home and/or preschool program, these services include parent education weekend workshops, held each year at the APSEA Centre; assessment; and short term programs designed to address specific needs of children and their parents.41 
6. BEST PRACTICES and Service reviews– Students with vision loss

In order to identify and describe the best practice models for providing supports and services to students with vision loss we looked at the reports and reviews related to special education in general as well as to the students with vision loss. Appendix B contains summary of several special education related service reviews that have been undertaken in some provinces. The following section of the report presents several best practices and one service review related to the service delivery to students with vision loss that has been found in the peer reviewed articles and grey literature.
6.1. Ensuring High-Quality Instructions for Students in Braille Literacy Programs 

The purpose of the study was to gain professional consensus among 40 professionals on the appropriate levels of instructional services to address the needs of students with vision loss in twelve areas of braille literacy skills. The researchers were hoping that the results of the study could be used as guidelines and a starting point for educational teams from which they can design braille literacy instructional programs to address each student’s needs.62
The Delphi method was used for data collection. The professionals who participated in the study were asked for recommendations on four factors: consistency, total time per day, time span, and duration. Consistency was defined as the number of days per week, month or school year needed to promote optimal learning. The levels of consistency were defined as high (daily contacts), moderate (1 to 3 days per week), low (semimonthly or monthly), and periodic (several contacts throughout the school year). Total time per day was defined as the number of hours or fraction of an hour of instruction needed each day in one or more sessions. The levels of this factor were defined as long (1 to 2 hours per day), moderate (30 minutes to 1 hour per day), and short (fewer than 30 minutes per day). Time span was defined as the approximate beginning and ending points in the student’s school career when the skill is typically taught. The levels of time span were defined as infancy (from birth to age 3), preschool (age 3 to 5), and grade levels (kindergarten through grade 12). Duration was defined as the overall time during which the skill is typically taught. 
The professionals agreed that moderate to short sessions are the most appropriate for instructions in emergent braille literacy skills in infants and preschoolers. They also came to a consensus that a moderate or slightly higher level of consistency is desirable, with increasing consistency as students progress through toddlerhood. In the area of early formal literacy skills (prebrialle), the professionals agreed that daily instruction from a qualified teacher for 30 minutes to 1 hour a day is necessary and that these skills should be taught from preschool through kindergarten years. The professionals supported high consistency (daily contact) and long sessions for instructions in beginning braille literacy skills. They also agreed that instructional services in beginning braille literacy skills should be provided in kindergarten through third grade. The same level of instructional services was recommended for beginning literacy in dual media (print and braille). 

In the area of intermediate and advanced braille literacy skills the professionals recommended a wider range of consistency (moderate to moderate-high) as well as a broad range of total time per day (from long to long-moderate to moderate). They agreed that these skills should be introduced at grade 4 and taught through grade 8. Daily contacts and long sessions provided throughout one or more school years were recommended for the instructional services in braille literacy skills for students with print literacy skills. According to the professionals, the instructional services in this skill area should be introduced at an appropriate time as determined by the educational team. 

The professionals agreed that listening, aural-reading, and live-reader skills should be taught throughout the school years on a moderate to periodic basis and in moderate to short sessions. In the area of technology skills and keyboarding and word-processing skills the professionals recommended high to moderate consistency, generally with a moderate amount of time devoted to the instruction. They also agreed that instructional services in this area should begin in grades 1, 2, or 3. The professionals suggested beginning formal instruction in braille slate-and-style skills in grade 3 or grade 4, with several days per week, and moderate to short sessions. In terms of the duration of instruction, both a long duration and a short duration, depending on a student’s needs, were recommended. Most professionals agreed that one to three days per week of instruction, with a moderate to short amount of time spent throughout the day are needed for signature-writing skills. In terms of duration, the instructions in this skill area should be either long or short, depending on a student’s needs and introduced somewhere between grade 3 to 7. 

Based on the study results the researchers concluded that the level of braille literacy instruction will vary in consistency and intensity, depending on the skill area being addressed. In addition, as students progress through school, the amount of instructional time will vary according to the specific skill that is being taught.62
6.2. Literacy for Students with Low Vision: A Framework for Delivering Instruction 

The primary goals of the study were to establish the roles of teachers of students with visual impairment (TVIs) with regard to instructional services in print literacy programs and to establish guidelines for the provision of instructions.63 The Delphi method was utilized to obtain recommendations on the level of instructional services needed to teach print literacy skills to students with low vision from a panel of 40 experts in the field. 

The panel members were introduced to a list of 11 skill areas and asked whether each skill area should be taught through direct instruction or through consultative instruction. The following skill areas were discussed: emergent literacy skills; integrated use of visual skills; use of optical devices in near environments; use of optical devices in distant environments; beginning print literacy skills; intermediate and advanced print literacy skill in dual media (print and braille); braille literacy skills for students with print literacy skills; listening, aural reading, and live-reader skills; keyboarding and word-processing skills; and technology skills. 

The study results showed there was a strong consensus (92%–100%) that TVIs should provide direct literacy instruction in all skill areas, except in the area of beginning print literacy skills. Seventeen percent of the panel members thought that general education teachers have skills to provide instruction in beginning reading skills for children with low vision. The respondents also agreed that consultative support is appropriate in most areas, except the area of beginning literacy skills in dual media and braille literacy skills for students with print literacy skills. In these two areas the experts considered direct instruction by a TVI to be the preferred delivery method.

The study participants were asked to consider four factors in the delivery of instruction for each skill area: consistency of instruction, the total time per day, the time span, and the duration of instruction. These factors are described in the abovementioned study on braille literacy programs. 

The panel experts agreed that in the area of emergent literacy skills moderate sessions of fewer than 30 minutes to 30 minutes to 1 hour per day are needed. They should be introduced through infancy to preschool and provided throughout one or more school years. For integrated use of visual skills moderate consistency, moderate total time per day, long duration and the time span from infancy to high school were suggested. In terms of use of optical devices in near environment, the panel experts recommended moderate to moderate/high consistency, short to moderate total time per day. They indicated that the time span should be from preschool to high school when prescribed by a clinical low vision specialist and based on prescription the duration might be concentrated, short or long. The recommendations for use of optical devices in distant environment were almost the same. 

In the area of beginning print literacy skills the panel experts suggested high to high/moderate consistency, long to moderate total time per day with long instructional services provided throughout one or more school years. The participants agreed that these skills should be taught from kindergarten to grade 3. A consensus was reached that instructions in intermediate and advanced print literacy skills should be provided from in grade 4 to 12, with moderate consistency, moderate total time per day and throughout one or more school years. 

The panel experts indicated that braille literacy skills in dual media (print and braille) should be taught daily, 1 to 2 hours per day, throughout one or more school years, and in Kindergarten to grade 3. In terms of consistency, total time per day and duration the same applied to braille literacy skills for students with print literacy skills. The only difference was a suggestion to start the instruction services in this skill area at any time when the educational team deems braille to be appropriate. The participants suggested that listening, aural reading, and live-reader skills should be provide through the school years one to three times per week for a half hour to an hour each lesson. In terms of keyboarding and word-processing skills the panel experts agreed that these skills should start in elementary school with moderate consistency, moderate total time per day and with long duration. According to the participants, technology skill should be provided one to three days per week, 30 minutes to 1 hour per day and throughout the school years.  

Based on the study results, comments and ideas from the panel members, the authors of the study made the following recommendations:

· Each of 11 skill areas should be addressed on an ongoing basis through appropriate arrangement of direct and consultative services, provided by a qualified TVI.

· It is very important that students with low vision have the opportunity to receive direct instruction in literacy skills, especially during the early school years when basic academic skills are being established. 

· Literacy skills continue to develop over time, and new skills need to be taught throughout the middle school and high school years. 

· TVIs should provide direct instruction in the use of near and distance optical and nonoptical devices as prescribed by qualified low vision clinicians. 

· The need for braille literacy instruction for students with low vision should be evaluated on an ongoing basis through learning media assessments. If a student with vision loss needs instruction in braille, the instruction should be intense and of high quality. The instruction should be provided through long daily sessions (1 to 2 hours per day) and introduced early in a student’s school career.

· The recommended levels of instructional support are intended only to address literacy skills. They do not include the amount of time to address any identified needs in other areas of the expanded core curriculum.

The authors of the study point out in their conclusion that these recommendations are just a starting point and must be modified to individual needs of each student with low vision. The study results suggest that more direct instruction is needed in addressing literacy skills for students with vision loss. 

6.3. Reading Instruction: Best Practices and Realities in Canada’s Largest School district 

The author of this article describes the current situation in providing reading instruction to students with vision loss in the Toronto District School Board and how it is influenced by both best practices and “reality”. The author agrees with the results of the two abovementioned studies on literacy for students with vision loss (Koenig and Holbrook (2000) and Corn and Keoing (2002)) that consistency, intensity and duration of instruction depend on the skill area being addressed and need to correspond with students’ needs. 64 According to the author’s opinion, learning how to integrate visual skills into literacy experiences is critical and literacy instruction cannot be separated from braille instruction, learning how to use appropriate low vision devices and high-tech devices. Therefore, teaching children with vision loss should be a shared responsibility between the classroom teacher, the teacher of students who are visually impaired, educational assistants or paraeducators, certified orientation and mobility specialists, and family members.
The Toronto District School Board has a sufficient number of qualified teachers of visually impaired students and certified orientation and mobility specialists to support the needs of students with vision loss.64 However, there are times when the reality affects best practices through different budgetary constrains and/or personnel issues. Budget constraints include lack of money to buy new teaching materials or supplies, or to hire new teachers if there is a sudden increase in the number of students who read braille in the school district. This also causes a global reduction in service to all of the students in the program so the new students can be “absorbed.” 
One of the personnel issues that affects best practices usually occurs in a situation when a new high-needs student enters the school district midway through the school year. The caseloads of teachers of visually impaired students are usually close to full at that time of the school year. Consequently, it is very hard to request an increase in the allocation for teachers of visually impaired and/or to find a qualified teacher to fill the new position. Another challenge is finding a short-term replacement for the teachers who due to their health issues have to take extended absence from work throughout the school year. In situations like this it is likely that two teachers will share their teaching hours for the new student and caseloads are juggled.

6.4. Canadian Braille Authority Project

The Canadian Braille Authority (CBA) undertook a project to identify a list of skills and knowledge for use by teachers of braille literacy, develop a list of resources to guide instruction in braille literacy, survey young adults (former high school graduates) who are braille readers and teachers of students who are visually impaired to obtain their perceptions on access to braille instruction in Canada.65 

For creating the list of competences for teachers of braille literacy, the five members of the CBA Teaching and Learning Committee brought together existing information pertinent to the skills and knowledge in the area of competencies for teachers of braille literacy. The list of competencies that they developed was distributed for expert review to six experienced teachers of students with visual impairments (TVI) to add or delete items. With these revisions made, the document was then reviewed by provincial experts from each province and revised once again. 

The second part of the project involved the development of a list of resources for use in the instruction of braille literacy. Items for this list were identified through the review of the literature on braille literacy instruction and searching the titles available from suppliers of educational resources/curricula across North America (e.g., American Printing House for the Blind) and websites specific to the education of students with vision loss  (e.g., Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired). 

For the third part of this project, a group of braille reading young adults with vision loss was surveyed about their literacy skills, how they acquired those skills, the value they place on these skills with respect to their perceived literacy needs, and suggestions they would make for the instruction of braille literacy to school-aged students. 

For the fourth component of the project, eleven teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired (TVIs), representatives from each of ten provinces were interviewed. They were asked about teaching braille literacy; the role of the TVI, classroom teacher and the paraprofessional; the recommended number of contact hours for braille instruction; the number of hours dictated for braille literacy instruction time in their respective provinces; the equity of services between rural and urban students in their respective provinces; how the need for braille literacy instruction is determined; the components of the braille literacy program which are given priority; the importance of functional literacy components in a braille literacy program; and the challenges students face relative to developing braille literacy in the inclusive classroom.  

Information from the surveys was collated and themes relevant to braille literacy instruction across Canada were identified. Recommendations and suggestions for improving braille literacy instruction were identified.

The majority of young braille readers in the study had acquired braille literacy through instruction in the public school, followed by those who learned braille at a residential school and those who learned it as an adult outside the formal educational system. In terms of value placed on braille literacy, there was support for the simultaneous teaching of both print and braille as a means to the development of literacy.  Furthermore, study participants highlighted the importance of both teachers and parents’ encouragement for learning braille from an early age. The lack of materials and resources (e.g., textbooks, course materials) in braille format at the post-secondary level was viewed as a deterrent to higher education for students who used braille.  As well, participants felt that there is a misconception among educators that textbooks and resources on audio tape were a suitable replacement for the brailled materials.

Study participants were also asked to provide suggestions for the instruction of braille literacy. Some of their suggestions were the following:

· Students who are braille readers should have braille copies of the same textbooks and recreational reading materials as their peers who are sighted.  

· Encouraging the joy of reading braille from a very early preschool age throughout formal school is a critical component in the development of braille literacy.  

· Braille readers must have access to literature which appeals to their interests. 

· Educators of children who use braille (i.e., classroom teachers and parents) should learn braille so that there is an opportunity to practice literacy skills in natural situations in the same way print readers do. 

· Being exposed to role models who are skilled braille readers should be an essential component in the instruction of braille literacy.

The survey of teachers of students who are blind and visually impaired (TVI) revealed the following:

· The instruction of braille literacy should be provided by qualified TVIs.

· Having the student who uses braille actively involved in the classroom literacy program in addition to direct instruction by the TVI is very important.

· Lack of access to all curriculum materials in braille is a constrain in ensuring real inclusion of the braille reader.

· Paraprofessionals should have an important role in working collaboratively with the classroom teacher and the TVI to support braille literacy instruction through production of learning materials, monitoring practice of literacy skills, and assisting with interpretation of the braille code, but they should not teach the braille code to students.

· The classroom teacher should play a leadership role to ensure the braille reader was meaningfully involved in the inclusive setting and had access to all materials in braille in a timely fashion (i.e., at the same time as peers who are sighted). The classroom teacher should learn braille to assist her/him to become an active participant in the instruction of braille literacy.

· It is important to provide daily instruction in braille literacy. The instruction should be based on comprehensive assessment of the student’s needs. 

· There is the wide divide between what is known to be “best practice” in the delivery of braille literacy instruction and what is actually provided.  The provision of braille literacy instruction varies through daily instruction, to instruction several times per week, to weekly and even monthly instruction. The availability of a qualified TVI and the geographic location of the student (i.e., rural vs. urban, supportive school district vs. unsupportive school district) are two of the factors in play in this inequitable situation.

· In the majority of provinces throughout the country, students in rural areas do not receive the same amount of hours from a teacher of the visually impaired as a student in a larger urban area.  

· It is necessary to conduct Learning Media Assessments to inform decisions on the media to be incorporated in literacy instruction for students who are blind or visually impaired. 

· Braille literacy instruction is an ongoing process similar to that for students who use print. The importance of exposure to braille literacy in the preschool years and the emphasis on components inherent to braille literacy instruction (e.g., use of assistive technology, use of appropriate hand positions) were noted by the participants.

· The use of braille in everyday routines and independent living skills should be a compulsory component of braille literacy instruction. It is crucial that braille instructions are provided in various environments to ensure students transfer braille literacy skills to these. 

· The most important challenges that students who are braille readers across Canada are equal and timely access to braille literacy materials, as well as access to sufficient instructional time by a qualified TVI and meaningful involvement in the inclusive setting. Students who read braille encounter major challenges in equitable access to curriculum, teacher-prepared, and leisure reading materials.
· Some school districts are leaders in the provision of the latest technology for students who are blind or visually impaired while others experience difficulties in providing the technology, accessing up-to-date equipment, and funding.  

· Canada is lacking compulsory professional development regulations with the burden being on teachers to independently identify and pursue their own professional development needs.  

· Most of the Canadian provinces are facing severe shortage of qualified TVIs, insufficient access to TVI instructional time by the student, limited access in braille to materials required for literacy instruction, inequitable programs and services for students living in rural areas, and limited support from school district administrators in providing the essential resources.   

Data gathered through this project highlighted critical issues relevant to instruction and acquisition of literacy skills for students who use braille. The list of recommendations that have been derived from the analysis is presented in Appendix C.  

6.5. Access to Literacy Instruction for Students who are Blind or Visually Impaired 

A discussion paper presented an overview of the research findings, editorial comments, and interview data on the literacy needs of students with vision loss and their access to literacy instruction. Forty-four representatives from students, parents, organizations/agencies producing braille, professionals in the field, and teachers were interviewed by telephone (seven students, ten parents, eight professionals in the education of students with vision loss, five representatives from organizations/agencies, and fourteen teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired).66
The group of interviewed students identified the following issues relevant to the use of braille and the experience of being a student with low vision in the regular classroom:

· Coping with low vision in the regular classroom involved stress on a daily basis;

· Getting school work completed takes longer for students with low vision than it does for their sighted peers;

· Using print was preferable for students even when they were learning braille;

· Using braille was more effective for specific activities but for most activities print was more accessible and easier to use; 

· Using braille was valuable in providing relief from the visual and physical strain of using print, particularly in relation to the reduction of headaches and increasing reading endurance; 

· Using print complemented the spontaneous access to information in the regular classroom and was the same as what others were using;

· Using braille is a valuable tool but needs to be taught during the early grades and the instruction should be provided every day so the student gains a level of mastery which will ensure it becomes an effective tool;

· Learning braille should be an option for students in addition to print;

· Deciding to teach braille to a child should be based on the individual needs of the child and not mandated irrespective of a given child’s visual abilities, learning style, or eye condition. 

In general, parents who were interviewed had positive attitudes about braille and were supportive of their children learning braille. Furthermore, parents had general agreement on the following issues relevant to the use of braille and/or print:

· The use of print is the reasonable literacy medium choice for their child prior to school entry unless the child was obviously going to learn braille, i.e., the child was blind; 

· The increase in their awareness of learning media issues provided by informed professionals resulted in them becoming receptive to their child learning braille; 

· Parents wanted to be involved in the decision making process relevant to literacy and educational matters in general;

· The provision of more individualized instruction for children who are blind or visually impaired in the early years of literacy acquisition was believed to improve the literacy of these children;

· The need to create a greater awareness of braille, print, the use of low vision aids, and other literacy matters among regular classroom teachers, teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired, and classmates of these students was ongoing; 

· The decision to teach braille to any child must be based on the assessed needs of the child and not on legislation or mandated practices;

· The access to reading materials, both recreational and educational, needed to be improved to provide students who are blind or visually impaired timely provision and an adequate selection of materials in both print and braille; 

· The organizations and professionals mandated to serve and/or advocate for those who are blind or visually impaired need to develop more collaborative working relationships to improve the ease of access of services and create a more positive support network of services for parents and their children; 

· Parents wanted to have more information about the services their children required and they believed that they needed a “watchdog” to ensure they were receiving the appropriate type and frequency of instruction.

The professionals in the education of students with vision loss expressed concern about many aspects of instruction for students who used braille, but none of them believed that there was currently a crisis associated with the underutilization of braille by school-age children in Canada. Concerns they had about the literacy of Canadian children who are blind or visually impaired can be sorted into seven main categories:

· Given the large caseload sizes and extensive travel requirements of most itinerant teacher assignments, a minority of children with vision loss receive the frequency of instruction to support adequate literacy development.  

· Due to the large caseloads assigned to many itinerant teachers, the frequency and/or intensity (i.e., time spent during each school visit) of direct literacy instruction is sometimes limited or unavailable. 

· Teachers of the visually impaired should have formal education and experience in literacy instruction. They should be knowledgeable about the approaches to reading, instructional methods, and implications of various approaches for students with vision loss.

· The terms “low vision” or “visual impairment” encompass a huge range of conditions and differing implications inherent to the etiology of the impairment. This makes generalizations of learning and instructional needs across this population impossible. Braille and print were viewed as equally effective media in which to develop literacy skills. The real challenge is the provision of services by qualified teachers to all children who require them and with the frequency needed to support the development of the literacy skills required to fulfill students’ potential to become fully literate adults.

· There is a need to broaden the view of literacy for students with multiple disabilities and to provide more access to instruction in literacy as an integral part of their educational instruction. Again, the issue was not whether the child was to use braille or print but that a broader definition of literacy be created incorporating the value of functional literacy skills for students with multiple disabilities. 

· There is a critical need for early intervention to support emergent literacy and to provide intervention to stimulate and develop the sensory skills (i.e., visual, tactual, auditory) inherent to literacy development.  

· More research is needed to help educators and parent make decisions about when to introduce various assistive devices and to determine the effect of the introduction of certain devices (e.g., refreshable braille or speech output on braille devices) on developing literacy.  

The group of the representatives from organizations/agencies producing braille indicated the following: 

· There are difficulties comparing the use of braille with the visual acuities of the users;

· Only one provincial agency keeps track of statistics for children with low vision but all could report on the number of school age braille users; 

· There is an array of alternate format production mandates and arrangements in provinces across Canada as well as a number of locations where braille is produced for the sole use of one student;

· The use of braille is stable or has increased over the last few years with British Columbia reporting a 15 - 20 % increase;

· The use of large print has shown a slight decrease or remained stable in most provinces; 

· The use of recorded materials has decreased in half the provinces reporting and increased in half the provinces reporting; 

· There was a desperate need to support and promote the development of braille literacy among students;

· It is important for all children who are blind or visually impaired and their parents to be knowledgeable about braille and its potential use as a literacy option; 

· Access to current, popular literature for young readers of braille as well as timely provision of book collections in school libraries, facilities to produce classroom materials distributed at the last minute and those materials which routinely come into schools should be improved;

· The recent advancements in technology have improved both the access to materials in braille and the literacy of students who use braille.

The interviewed teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired indicated the following:

· The predominance of learning media assessment tools and procedures which are well supported by both research and practice should ensure that students who are blind or visually impaired have access to learning media assessment as a routine part of their educational programming. Such assessment should be ongoing and learning media decisions should be re-evaluated on a yearly basis or more frequently if decisions are tentative or problems arise. 

· The caseloads were too large to adequately address the multiplicity of needs of their students. Consequently, there are limitations on the time available to provide instruction in all areas of the expanded core curriculum in addition to those associated with literacy development.  

· There is the need for ongoing professional development to address the literacy needs of students who are blind or visually impaired; more qualified itinerant teachers to be available, particularly in rural areas; more opportunities to meet with other teachers to exchange ideas and information; and access to a mentor during their first years working with students who are blind or visually impaired.  

· Insufficient time and direct instruction have been committed to literacy instruction for students with low vision who use print.

· The literacy of students with vision loss can be improved through ensuring literacy instruction was provided by qualified teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired and who have specific training in literacy instruction; supporting involvement of classroom teachers and resource teachers in teaching literacy skills; and providing appropriate levels of funding to support the provision of literacy instruction by qualified teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired.

· There is a need to develop guidelines for literacy instruction for students with vision loss with additional disabilities. These students need increased access to the expertise of professionals in the field of visual impairment and blindness to promote the development of literacy skills.

· Parents should be more involved in the determination of the student’s learning media and have greater access to a wider number of books for their children. 

· Students with vision loss frequently have limited access to the number of choices of literature available to their classmates. Instructional software and educational programs are often inaccessible to these students. 

· The assistive technology should be used to support developing literacy skills and enhancing the use of braille.

· There is the lack of coordination and collaboration among various groups interested in the education of students with vision loss.

· Students with vision loss across Canada would benefit from having a National body speaking on behalf of their educational needs, as well as Canadian educational standards or guidelines to assist in addressing the significant inequalities in services and access to services which exist across this country.

Recommendations from the discussion paper are presented in the Appendix D.

6.6. APSEA Review Survey 2006

The APSEA Review Survey was conducted in March and April, 2006. Forty nine students and 716 parents, teachers, administrators, and community professionals across the Atlantic Provinces participated in the survey.67 The questionnaire asked respondents to rate their level of satisfaction with the APSEA services provided within the province and the programs or services at the APSEA Centre that they or their children used. The survey results revealed that a high rate of participants (80% or more) across stakeholder groups was satisfied or very satisfied with the quality of most APSEA programs and services. The majority of participants agreed that the level of support provided to children and youth was intensive enough to meet their needs.  

Different stakeholder groups identified the following strengths in APSEA programs and services: 

· The APSEA staff, especially the itinerant teacher services. The rate of satisfied participants was the highest for itinerant teachers for their expertise, commitment and professionalism. These services were also the most accessed services by children and youth with sensory impairments.

· The assessment service and short term placements. Different stakeholder groups indicated that short term programs generally have a positive impact on children and youth with vision loss, by helping reduce social isolation through interaction with peers who have similar disabilities, and by fostering growth in both independence and self esteem. 

· The provision of alternate format materials and assistive devices needed by children and youth with vision loss.

· There was agreement that centralization of programs and services offers the convenience of pooling expertise and resources in one location and is more cost effective than duplicating programs and services over a wide geographical area.

The following gaps in APSEA programs and services were identified:

· A low rate of utilization for a number of programs and services.

· Insufficient human, material and financial resources to address the needs. The majority of participants indicated that the support provided to children and youth is intensive enough to meet their needs, but they also expressed concern that itinerant teachers are stretched too thin. 

· Participants who live outside the Halifax area expressed dissatisfaction with their inability to access centre-based programs and assessments because of distance, travel costs, transportation difficulties, time away from school and families, etc.   

· The time it takes students to receive alternate format materials, equipment or to complete repairs on equipment.

· Communication and collaboration between APSEA staff and school and school board/district staff. Administrators and teachers indicated that it is currently a challenge to find time to meet and discuss teaching strategies, participate in program planning, and to report on progress. Parents and school personnel stated that they have insufficient information about needed supports that may be available for youth upon school leaving.

· Insufficient professional development opportunities for school personnel regarding educating children and youth with sensory impairments. 

Stakeholder groups provided the following suggestions for improvement:

· Increase opportunities for access to short-term programs or assessment services by offering appropriate outreach programs or travelling clinics. 

· Reduce itinerant teachers’ workload while still maintaining direct service to children and youth and increase itinerant teacher services through increased funding for additional positions and expansion of programs.

· Improve communication and collaboration between APSEA staff, school personnel, parents and other community professionals.

· Provide access to programming and services over the summer as a way to improve wait times for alternate format services or technology/equipment.

· Offer short-term programs or assessments closer to families’ homes.

The majority of parents and students indicated that APSEA has had a positive impact on the child or youth’s life and has contributed to their school or personal success. 

B. KEY INFORMANTS INTERVIEWS

1. PARTICIPANTS 

Fourteen key informants, provincial Ministry of Education and school board representatives were interviewed and two provided their written responses via email. Contact names were provided by: Pam Rannelli, Provincial Coordinator, Services for Students with Vision Loss Initiative, Alberta Education, as well as CNIB’s Directors of Services and Operations in all regions. Representatives from all Canadian provinces, except Quebec took part in the study. Our attempts to contact representatives from Quebec were unsuccessful. The list of the study participants is provided in Appendix E. The interview guide is attached in Appendix F. 

2. Data ANalysis

In accordance with the qualitative nature of data collection methods (i.e. open-ended questions), the data were analyzed and summarized around major points identified through the specific objectives of the study.  

3. RESULTS 
3.1. Supports and services to students with vision loss in Canada

The study revealed that there are similarities amongst Canadian provinces included in this study in their approach to providing supports and services to students with vision loss.

3.1.1. Ministry of Education and School Boards

The first observed similarity was that providing services and supports to students with vision loss is a shared responsibility mostly between the Ministry of Education and the school boards. While the Ministry of Education is responsible for setting standards and guidelines, allocating funds for and overseeing the governance of the education system, the school boards are responsible for ensuring that supports and services are delivered to any of their students who require them.  

3.1.2. Teachers for Students With Visual Impairments (TVIs)

The second similarity refers to the professional groups involved in providing supports and services to school-aged students with vision loss. In every province, the primary support person to school-aged students with vision loss was the teacher for students with visual impairments (TVI), also called the vision teacher or the itinerant teacher. As one of the study participants stated:

“Vision teachers provide direct support to students with vision loss within a variety of educational environments and direct/consultative support to the special education assistant and teachers at the schools.” (British Columbia)  

However, different provinces have different arrangements with teachers for students with visual impairments. Specifically, in British Columbia, TVIs are hired by the school districts. Most school districts have qualified teachers for the visually impaired. The school districts that do not have qualified TVIs tend to contract out for this service.  One of our participants from British Columbia stated:

“We have approximately 56 vision teachers in our province. Since some have part-time positions the full time equivalency is approximately 45. Students are supported by the vision teacher(s) employed in their school district in most cases. Not every school district in the province has a qualified teacher of the visually impaired but most of them do. If they don’t in most cases they will contract out, and try to obtain the services from someone else. It’s most challenging for those districts that are in more remote areas of the province. The contracted person needs to be a trained teacher of the visually impaired who is certified by the BC College of Teachers. The contract is often with someone who may be retired or from another school district, possibly an adjacent school district, who may be willing to contract…obviously one wants to minimize traveling costs, so we want to have teachers that are trained as close to the student as possible.” (British Columbia)

In Saskatchewan, two larger school boards, in Regina and Saskatoon, hire trained TVIs. Some of the study participants from Saskatchewan indicated that there may be a difference between Saskatoon and Regina in terms of philosophy and approach but both boards have trained TVIs. These TVIs provide direct service to students with vision loss on an itinerant or resource room basis. For the rest of the province, the responsibility falls with the school team to provide direct support to students with vision loss. The school team usually consists of a classroom teacher, an educational assistant, and a special education teacher.
Furthermore, the Ministry of Education in Saskatchewan provides consultative support for smaller urban and rural communities through the Assistance, Collaboration, Consultation and Evaluation Support Services (ACCESS) consultant. If a school division in Saskatchewan has a student with vision loss, and does not have a TVI, the referral will be made to the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry will contract the ACCESS consultant to provide consultation to that school. The consultant will typically go to that school only about once a year if the student is not blind, and about two to three times a year in the case of a blind student. The services that the consultant provides include observations, assessment (functional vision assessment, assessment of students’ braille skills if they are blind), a follow-up meeting and a report to the school team with the recommendations for programming students’ needs.  
The province of Manitoba has a somewhat different approach. The primary responsibility for providing supports and services to students with vision loss lies with the Consultants for blind and visually impaired hired through Manitoba Education. In Manitoba there are no school boards that hire their own TVIs. Manitoba Education has seven consultants for blind and visually impaired, who were formerly called itinerant teachers for the blind. The consultants for blind and visually impaired provide services for children with vision loss from kindergarten to the end of the high school years. The manager of this service also carries a small caseload. The province is divided up between these consultants and each of them is responsible for some rural students and some urban students. The study participant from Manitoba stated:

“Schools request our services when they have a student and we travel to any division requiring services. Manitoba Education is responsible for the services, alternate formats, and assistive technology for the students. There is no cost to the schools for our services. There’s also a department that works out of Manitoba Education that provides braille and alternate formats of material for posts secondary students.  The CNIB provides some occupation therapy services to pre-schoolers. There are some CNIB rehabilitation staff and social workers that will provide some home based services to children either before school or after school years.” (Manitoba)

Students with vision loss in Ontario have an option, they can be educated in their local school system, in which case the school board provides services and supports or they can be educated at W. Ross MacDonald School, which is an alternative placement to regular school programming in the province of Ontario. In the regular school system, students with vision loss are supported by TVIs hired by the school board, or resource services provided by W. Ross Macdonald School. If they are enrolled at the W. Ross School they will be supported by the school’s specialist TVIs. The services that W. Ross MacDonald School provides to the school boards are consultative in nature. The W. Ross Macdonald School staff travel throughout the province and visit at the request of school boards to assist teachers to support students in the regular classroom. In more remote areas of Ontario, where there is no qualified TVI and the only person who knows braille is a CNIB worker, that worker will be contracted to provide instruction. 

In Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island TVIs are hired through the Atlantic Provinces Special Education Authority (APSEA). APSEA provides TVIs for every district in the three provinces. They are trained teachers who have a Master’s degree in services to students who are blind or visually impaired. All the students are integrated in their own home school and the Department of Education in each of these provinces contract with APSEA to provide itinerant and resource based services to students with vision loss. The school boards in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador hire the itinerant TVIs, but use the APSEA resource services. 

3.1.3. Other professional groups

The participants’ responses about the professional groups other than TVIs involved in providing supports and services to students with vision loss indicated the following:

· Classroom teacher(s)

· Special education/resource teacher

· School administrator

· Special education assistant(s)

· Teacher assistant(s) (TA)

· Orientation and mobility specialist

· Technology specialist

· School/Guidance counselor
· Preschool teacher

· Transition facilitator 

· Related service providers (CNIB, educational psychologist, occupational and physical therapist, speech & language pathologist, etc.).

One of the study participants stated:

“In addition to vision teachers other professionals that may be involved in providing support and services within a school setting would be those who would normally be part of the school system, so in most cases that would include things like occupational and physical therapy if that’s what a child requires. If you’re looking strictly from a vision perspective, it would be primarily the vision teacher, but yes, there would also be speech and language, psychology, learning resource teachers, and any other specialist teachers at the district level. Certainly many of our students have significant additional challenges.” (British Columbia)

3.2. Support to students with vision loss in obtaining disability specific skills

3.2.1. Level and intensity of support

According to the participants’ answers the level of support in obtaining disability specific skills in all provinces is primarily determined based on individual student needs, their functional and academic ability, their degree and type of vision loss and their age. Other factors that may play a role are: available resources and the capacity of the school board, the parents’ desires, and geography. The level and intensity of support is determined through the results of several assessments.

3.2.2. Assessment

The functional vision assessment and learning media assessment are typically conducted by the TVI. Level of orientation and mobility support is determined through an orientation and mobility assessment, conducted either by an orientation and mobility specialist or dually certified teacher. Technology assessment is typically conducted by the TVI and/or by technology experts, such as CNIB, Special Education Technology BC (SET BC), or APSEA. Some study participants stated:

“An assessment has to be done for a school board to determine the amount of support. An assessment has to be done before the itinerant vision teacher support goes in.” (Ontario)

“We have a caseload analysis that we use, and the supervisor for each province does functional vision assessments, the itinerant does assessments throughout the school year and would determine the needs and that guides the level of service the student will receive. And we also provide assessments at the APSEA centre, a full assessment which includes cognitive, psychological, Math &English levels, functional vision assessment, speech and language if necessary. We first receive a referral for services and then the provincial supervisor and itinerant teacher make a home or school visit, do a functional vision assessment, meet with the school team and …if there is a full assessment required, that’s requested by the Program Planning team at the local public school.” (APSEA)

3.2.3. Intensity of support

In terms of the intensity of support some of the study participants stated:

“It varies…for example orientation and mobility, some students would get it 40 minutes a week, some would get it 80 minutes a week, some would have a short term, you could say, they’ve got good safe skills and would not get it anymore.“ (Ontario)

“The level of support depends on the child. If the child is totally blind and academic then they will get a very high level of support. It can be anywhere up to half of a day every day. If it’s a child with low vision who is able to access the regular curriculum with just a few accommodations, not modifications, but accommodations, then they can maybe get a visit per month or one hour a week, it depends on how much the child needs. If the child has a lot of good accommodative skills and is using his or her vision efficiently, then they don’t need a lot of support.” (Ontario)

“Where the teachers are relatively more accessible in many cases braille instruction in reading and writing is provided daily for children with vision loss. If you’ve got a student that is not that accessible, it may be less often… The most intense instruction for most students who are primarily academic in learning to read and write using the braille code should be in the first three years. By the time that they’re finished Grade 2 or 3, they should be pretty much up to speed in terms of knowing the braille code. They will still require ongoing support but in terms of that same level of intensity, it would likely be reduced somewhat. But that’s again for a child that doesn’t have significant additional disabilities and there is good access to a vision teacher.” (British Columbia)

“It depends on children’s needs, how often the services will be provided. We’ll provide much more frequent service for the students learning braille of course and we try to have a system where our braille students are seen one to two times a week for half day blocks. And other students depending on needs, we may see…our low vision students that are significantly vision impaired, anywhere from once a month, once every two months and low vision students that are quite mild, we may only see a couple of times a year depending on what the school requests.” (Manitoba)

The intensity of support might also be influenced by geography. One of the study participants stated:

“…if you’re located in Prince George and you have a student that is living 100 or maybe even 200 kilometers away, you’re not going to be able to see them every day. In some cases, some of these teachers who do have students that are so far away, they are very good in terms of connecting and supporting in other ways. They may be communicating on a daily basis via telephone or computer with a resource teacher or a teaching assistant that is at the student’s school. There’s a lot of different ways and we are trying to maximize options including technologies in terms of supporting youngsters at a distance. If you can’t travel every day, but you want to be able to touch base daily you might email scanned materials back and forth and use Skype for communication.” (British Columbia)

3.2.4. Individual Educational Plan 

All support services, students’ needs and priorities related to curriculum determined based on the assessment, are typically outlined in the Individual Educational Plan (IEP). In Saskatchewan it is referred to as the “Personal Program Plan” (PPP), in New Brunswick as the “Special Education Plan” (SEP), in Nova Scotia as the “Individual Program Plan” (IPP), and in Newfoundland and Labrador as the “Individual Support Service Plan” (ISSP). The IEP lists all the assessments done, all the accommodations and modifications, and all the support services that the student needs to receive. As one of the study participants stated: 

“The IEP would contain the minutes of orientation and mobility, the number of minutes of the life skills…it would have information if that student has an educational assistant assigned to and whatever the particular level of support is.” (Ontario)

The province of Saskatchewan has a new initiative – Intensive Support Rubrics. It is mandated by Saskatchewan Learning that every teacher in the province who has children with special needs, including children with vision loss, has to fill out an Intensive Support Rubric, and describe all the services provided to a student. 

3.2.5. Support for disability specific skills in different provinces

British Columbia: Teachers for students with visual impairments for the most part have responsibility for the disability specific skills. Some TVIs are dually certified in teaching and orientation and mobility. With respect to supporting the orientation and mobility needs of students, there are in essence three choices. This service can be provided by the TVI who is also a certified orientation and mobility instructor, by the contracting a TVI from another school board who is trained as an orientation and mobility instructor, or through contracting for orientation and mobility services through either CNIB or a private contractor. The decision about support is determined by the school district, the school based team’s input and the resources that are available. Some orientation and mobility sessions may occur outside of regular school hours, particularly with respect to instruction in the community.

The TVI has primary responsibility for instruction in braille reading and writing. A teaching assistant with competency in braille transcription can also provide support particularly with preparing teacher made materials and interlining. The Provincial Resource Centre for the Visually Impaired (PRCVI) in British Columbia supports educational assistants in learning braille by offering braille correspondence course that lead to becoming certified braille transcribers. The Ministry of Education provides the funding to support this training. The Ministry also provides additional support including mentoring and resources to help make sure that there are adequate educational assistant braille transcribers at the local level for students who require this support. 

In terms of technology, students with vision loss in British Columbia have support from Special Education Technology B.C (SET BC). SET BC works together with the school districts in supporting the assistive technology needs of students with vision loss. Assistive technology is provided on a loan basis to the school district for the student’s use.  The number of referrals an individual school district can put forward on an annual basis to SET BC is pre-determined by a formula based on enrollment numbers in specific areas of special education. Students with vision loss are most often recognized at the district level as being priorities because of their unique needs that cannot be met adequately without the necessary assistive technology. SET BC also provides training for TVIs and educational assistants and resource materials and lesson guides to assist in terms of implementation of assistive technology. One of the study participants stated:

“In most cases BC students with vision loss are very well served with assistive technology from Braille note takers to computers with JAWS and/or screen magnification and CCTV’s with room viewers and Trekkers with GPS systems. Students have access to the assistive technology that they require to meet their educational goals. We also do a lot of work in developing resources to support TVIs and classroom teachers in the implementation of assistive technology. The focus is on how assistive technology can help students in meeting curriculum goals, it’s not that assistive technology is an end in itself, it is a tool for learning.” (British Columbia)

Increasing a student’s visual efficiency is often a significant part of the TVI’s role and requires ongoing instruction with the student. Visual efficiency is usually addressed and integrated into many of the instructional activities for an individual student. It often involves the use of optical aids and partnering with the services provided by the PRCVI and the Children’s Low Vision Project (CLVP) in British Columbia. 

The Children’s Low Vision Project (CLVP) is a new initiative with the goal of optimizing functional vision for preschool and school–aged children with incurable vision loss in British Columbia. It was initially funded through the school district and the Ministry of Children and Families, but now receives financial support from the Ministry of Education as well as the Ministry of Children and Families. The CLVP provides comprehensive medical eye evaluation and low vision assessments, optical aids and suggestions for assistive technology and training, instruction and consultations. These are traveling clinics that are usually located in a convenient school serving a regional area. They travel around the province – usually at a minimum one day per school year in each of the eight regions in the province. The team includes an ophthalmologist, optometrist, orientation and mobility specialist, a low vision specialist, a TVI and a technology specialist. They set up in a classroom and the child rotates through about six or seven different stations each with a different specialist. Once the child has seen all the specialists there is a team meeting with the family, the vision teacher and the child where the results are discussed and the recommendations made. The reporting goes back to the primary eye care ophthalmologist for each child as well as the family and TVI. The TVI often receives advice and some assistance in developing a deeper understanding of the functional vision of the child and the visual aids that may be useful t in different environments and situations.  
Saskatchewan: Within the two larger centers of Regina and Saskatoon, the support in obtaining disability specific skills is mainly provided by the teachers of the visually impaired. The Ministry of Education contracts CNIB to provide support in the area of orientation and mobility to schools. Regina has one TVI who is a qualified orientation and mobility instructor and who covers most of their students’ orientation and mobility needs. This educator serves both Regina Public and Regina Catholic School divisions. For orientation and mobility Saskatoon Public School Division has to make an ACCESS referral to the CNIB. Orientation and mobility is the primary service that CNIB provides for the school districts, but it also provides independent living skills and career and employment transition. The TVIs in Saskatoon are not trained orientation and mobility specialists. Therefore, they work under the guidance of the orientation and mobility specialist. 

Within Saskatoon Public School Division, there are two TVIs who provide the braille instruction. There are also two braille-certified educational assistants who know contracted braille and the Nemeth math code and they work with students and provide materials in braille. Another three assistants are currently completing Hadley School for the Blind online Braille Courses and working with younger students who do not need someone who is really proficient yet. In the rest of the province it is the responsibility of the ACCESS consultant to put the school team in touch with the resources and the equipment that they are going to need to adequately support their students. The Ministry of Education has a contract with a certified braillist part time. School divisions may contract the braillist to teach designated staff, generally educational assistants, the CNIB course. The Ministry of Education also has a lending library of braille teaching materials for their students with vision loss (The Saskatchewan Ministry of Education Alternate Format Library in Regina). 
Technology is the responsibility of the school district. The school districts have the option to contract directly with CNIB for technology-related services if they feel that they need a technology specialist or that they do not have this expertise in their own division. The ACCESS consultant might provide recommendations on the technology that the student might need and how to train him/her, but it is the school divisions’ responsibility to provide the technology. Some technology sessions for training are available to educational assistants, classroom teachers, special education teachers, parents, or students through the annual conference INSIGHT organized by vision teachers, local CNIB staff, parents and other professionals interested in the field of vision loss. This conference typically alternates between Regina and Saskatoon yearly. 

Visual efficiency is taught by the TVIs in Saskatoon and Regina. The ACCESS consultant may make recommendations based on the assessment, but the actual delivery, again is the responsibility of the school in all other school divisions. 

When asked about the provision of support for disability specific skills for students with vision loss one of study participants commented:

“We do the best we can. We have held several out of school time activities to work on daily life skills, recreation and leisure skills, and orientation and mobility skills. It’s really hard to fit it all in.” (Saskatchewan)

Manitoba: The Consultants for blind and visually impaired provide supports for all of the disability specific skills. The support that they provide is either direct teaching or it might be consultation services where they will go and work with the resource or classroom teacher to provide adaptations and recommendations. However, some of the consultants do not have full accreditation in orientation and mobility. There are four consultants that are fully certified in orientation and mobility, and they provide instruction for more complex orientation and mobility skills to the students of the consultants that do not have the full accreditation. The level of visual impairment as well as presenting needs has an important role in the consultants’ decisions about how often they will see the child and if they need the direct or consultative support. The study participant from Manitoba stated:

“The students that we work with, are children with a visual acuity of 20 over 70 or less, or have visual fields less than 20 degrees or deteriorating eye condition. We have students that we consider mild visual loss from 20/70 up to 20/200, moderate students, with 20/200 to 20/400 vision loss and the high input braille or tactile learners that receive more frequent service. The support is either direct teaching in braille, technology, orientation and mobility, daily living skills, or it might be consultation services where we’ll go in and work with the resource or classroom teacher to provide adaptations, strategies and resources.” (Manitoba)

Ontario: 

1. School Boards: Teachers of students who are visually impaired who are employed by school boards are responsible for teaching the disability specific skills. They provide supports in conjunction with classroom teachers. The orientation and mobility aspect of the expended core curriculum may be delivered in different ways. For example, in the Toronto District School Board there are four full time orientation and mobility specialists on staff who work with the students. The school board employs them, but they are not teachers. This school board also has a teacher who is dually certified, so she could be the itinerant vision teacher and provide orientation and mobility instruction, depending on student caseload requirements. The York Region District School Board has a different way of providing orientation and mobility. Their model is to use dually certified teachers. Other smaller school boards use contract services from the CNIB or private contractors for orientation and mobility. The funds are provided by the school board to solicit the appropriate service, as determined through assessment. 

2. W. Ross MacDonald School: The school provides supports for disability specific skills for their students in addition to the regular curriculum that they follow. All the TVIs employed by school have ability to teach braille. As far as visual efficiency, the school works with the Low Vision Clinic at the University of Waterloo. The Low Vision Clinic will do visual efficiency assessment and provide the recommendations that students would need, based on their efficiency. In terms of support for technology, there are two ways to provide it at W. Ross MacDonald School. It can be provided in-house where the TVIs work with students. The other way is to assist with the Assistive Devices Program (ADP) through the Sight Substitution Centre at W. Ross MacDonald School, where the students get assessed and get equipment that they need. The school also has qualified rehabilitation teachers who play a role in supporting life skills. The interviewees stated that the disability specific skills are also embedded in all the programs and the subjects that the school provides. 

Atlantic Provinces: APSEA plays a key role in providing support for disability specific skills in the Atlantic Provinces. APSEA provides orientation and mobility, braille, and technology related supports, programs and services. The support is provided through TVIs and also through the use of short-term programs provided at the APSEA Centre in Halifax, Nova Scotia. It is slightly different in Newfoundland and Labrador than in the rest of the Atlantic Provinces. The participant from Newfoundland commented:

“The prime responsibility procuring the service will be the itinerant. We purchase the APSEA’s service and that’s where most of our braille, large print…technology, supports are accessed. Now on the ground, they’re overseen by the itinerant. Most of our children would have a student assistant. For example, if materials needed to be brailled or if large print needed to be [provided], the student assistant would make sure that’s in place for the child. APSEA staff would not come unless you know special cases. The itinerant would see a need, would request that [support] through Student Support Services (Department of Education) from APSEA.”  

The province of Newfoundland and Labrador does receive limited orientation and mobility services from APSEA. They have one certified orientation and mobility instructor for children in their province. Therefore, they are working in partnership with CNIB to provide some orientation and mobility services to their students with vision loss. 

3.3. Support to students with vision loss in obtaining the K-12 curriculum
Based on the evidence collected through this study, all Canadian provinces hold to the principle of inclusion. The students with vision loss are typically placed in a regular classroom in their neighborhood schools. Differentiated instruction and co-teaching were frequently mentioned as service delivery options for providing instruction within the regular classroom. In addition, depending on the students’ needs, different placement options may be offered to students within the inclusive school setting. Other factors that play a role in a decision on the placement option are the nature of the instruction, the specific lesson, the classroom teacher, the TVI and the available resources. A pull-out resource model might be involved. In this case, the students may have some parts of their day in the school when they leave the classroom to receive specialized instructions from a specialized educator or a resource teacher. Some of the study participants commented:

“Some of the vision teacher will team teach with the regular class teacher certain lessons and demonstrate techniques that are inclusive for all students including the student with visual impairment. And some of the classroom teachers also increasingly want to be part of that instruction and so the braille instruction might be followed pretty carefully, or pretty closely the same content in the print lesson – remember the focus is not teaching the child braille, but teaching the child to read and write using braille. And as a result it may well be that you could do that pretty simultaneously with the child who is sighted, again you’d need to make sure that your resources are appropriate and you work collaboratively with the classroom teacher.” (British Columbia)

“We don’t look at inclusion as just being a setting but it’s providing meaningful adaptations for students, for inclusion, that’s the spectrum really, where there might be situations where that student and specifically students with vision loss, may need to be pulled from the classroom for orientation and mobility sessions, so they may not directly be in that setting at all times but that’s still promoting that inclusive meaningful environment. Yes, there are opportunities for one on one but ultimately we would like to promote the full inclusion.” (Saskatchewan)

“The children are all placed in a regular classroom, but some children, such as the children that might have additional disabilities may use part of the day to attend to a life skills program or receive some of their programming in a resource setting for some one on one instruction if required. In Manitoba we don’t have any segregated classrooms for visually impaired children. Most of our schools probably have only one student that’s visually impaired. The majority of the day would be spent in their grade level classroom, some with support from educational assistants’ (EA) support.” (Manitoba) 

“In terms of the support children get, there may be a range of service delivery models, and that range could include support provided through co-teaching in the regular classroom, or it, it could involve a pullout resource model, when the student may be seen for short periods of time by a resource teacher or an itinerant teacher from APSEA and that would be determined through the program planning” (Nova Scotia)

In the province of Saskatchewan some children with vision loss may attend a congregated pre-schools aimed at providing intensive early instruction with more intensive supports, while most attend regular pre-school programs. Once they reach school age, these children tend to be included in their neighborhood schools. There are also congregated and segregated settings in some larger school divisions for students with multiple disabilities, including vision loss. 

Ontario provides a choice for students and parents on the type of program they want. Students with vision loss in Ontario might be fully integrated into the regular public school, placed in a resource room for part of the day or segregated at the W. Ross MacDonald School. Each district school board decides what types of settings they make available within their board. One study participant saw all these options as “inclusive”:

“They are inclusive, whether all students are totally integrated into the regular system or whether they have some congregated students in particular classrooms or whether they have entire schools within their board where they congregate students, so that decision is [left] up to each local district school board and I guess they base those decisions based on the funding, the size of the board, their resources, the numbers of students, all the different factors that are involved at the district school board level.” (Ontario)

There is a difference in Ontario between the public school system and the Catholic school system. The Catholic school system does not have segregated classes or segregated schools. Other school boards, depending on their size and the number of students may offer different placement options. One study participant stated:

“In Toronto for example, we have over 400 children who are visually impaired, they get support through the vision program. We have a variety of options, we have local school, so the child can walk to school and go to school with her peers. If you are a child who is between grades one to five reading braille, we have a resource room program that is located within the regular school. They have a specialized resource room with a teacher, for students who are visually impaired, it is not an itinerant…that teacher is there all day, every day…specially trained, classroom assistants, and Braillists that are on site. The kids go to the resource room for their braille instruction and other disability specific skills and then they go out to the regular classroom within the school throughout the day. That’s the middle level. And then you’ve got the total segregation which would be kids that live in Toronto, but are bused to Brantford to the School for the Blind, for the week and then they come home on weekends.“ (Ontario)

The W. Ross MacDonald School is a school funded directly by the Ministry of Education. The school is associated with the Schools for the Deaf and Learning Disabled and together they are called the “Provincial Schools Authority” or “Provincial Schools Branch”. The school staff are employees of the Ministry of Education in Ontario, not a school board. The school is residential and has students from across the province. As a provincial school the school still operates as a team with all the other district school boards in the province. When a child is ready for school, they register with their district school board first and then the W. Ross MacDonald School is noted as an available placement option. A student needs to be supported by the district school board and the parents in order to be enrolled in the W. Ross MacDonald School. The school also provides short term placements in a form of a weekend program on different topics for children and their families. 

In the Atlantic Provinces the students might be referred to APSEA for a short term residential program, for one week to five months, where they can acquire intensive training in various components of the Expanded Core Curriculum, whether it is assistive technology, or social skills, or to be fully assessed in all areas. In Newfoundland and Labrador the continuum of services available to students with disabilities, including students with vision loss in obtaining the K-12 curriculum is described as the Pathways model. The provincial curriculum is the defined as Pathway 1. Moving up towards Pathway 5, would be the students who require additional adaptations and modifications of the curriculum. Pathway 5 refers to a program which is completely different from the provincial curriculum and focused on daily living skills. The study participant from Newfoundland and Labrador stated:

“Our children with visual impairments would mostly be a “Pathway 2”, if vision is the only issue. If there are other issues of course there are other pathways. But if vision is the only issue they will be a “Pathway 2”.” (Newfoundland and Labrador)

3.4. Supports for children with vision loss in age range from birth to five

Based on the study results, in most of the Canadian provinces the Ministry of Health is primarily responsible for regulating supports for students with vision loss in their early years. CNIB services also play a significant role in providing early childhood supports and programs in some provinces. 

British Columbia provides the early intervention programs through the vision consultants who are part of the Children’s Hospital Vision Program (Sunnyhill Health Center) in Vancouver and the Queen Alexander Program on Vancouver Island. These programs are supported by the Ministry of Health and Ministry of Children and Families. The programs engage multidisciplinary teams that provide assessment and consultation for young children with vision loss and their families. Each team includes specialists in speech and language, occupational and physical therapy, social services, psychology and counseling, a pediatrician and ophthalmologist, a nurse clinician and vision outreach consultants. These consultants support children from identification through to school age. They help the families, support early intervention and pre-school programs that are available in the community, and assist them with providing some adaptive resources and suggesting instructional adaptations that are helpful for young children with vision loss. The TVIs are not mandated to support children with vision loss prior to Kindergarten. However, some school districts encourage their TVIs to support children earlier than Kindergarten, particularly with respect to the transition to Kindergarten. Young children with vision loss in British Columbia are also supported by CNIB and the Child Development Centers within their communities. 

The province of Saskatchewan has an Early Childhood Intervention Program for children ages from birth to three, which is supported by the Ministry of Health. There are 15 early childhood intervention programs across the province. These programs are home based and the children’s workers (interventionists) work directly with the family and the child to provide the support and programming or to transition children into school or into the community centre. The ACCESS consultant and CNIB also support these programs. Children who are three are eligible for pre-school services, provided by school divisions. After age three the supports and services for children with vision loss become part of the Ministry of Education. In the larger centers, such as Regina and Saskatoon, children may be able to go into a pre-school program and to get support from a TVI. In rural areas, however, finding a pre-school program might be a challenge, so some of the children enter kindergarten as an early admission instead of entering a pre-school program. This means they start attending a kindergarten setting at age three, but for a shorter period of time during the day (maybe for two hours rather than the full morning or the full day). 

In the province of Manitoba, young children with vision loss are supported through CNIB rehabilitation and occupational therapy home based services. 

In Ontario, the Ministry of Children and Youth Services in conjunction with the W. Ross MacDonald School provides early interventions services to children with vision loss from birth to age six. When the children are in Kindergarten (four and five years old) the Ministry of Education takes over as the lead. Hence, there is an overlap of services at age of four and five. Each region of Ontario has a coordinating group and they decide how they are going to deliver the service. For example, in Toronto the support is provided through CNIB early intervention programs and the Ontario Foundation for Visually Impaired Children (OFVIC). York Region is using the CNIB services, combined with some OFVIC services, because this region has its own staff member who is employed through the Early Years program. Every region has a different approach depending on what services and resources they already had available when the province decided to fund early intervention services to children with vision loss. Some regions rely exclusively on the CNIB in providing early intervention programs. The W. Ross MacDonald School offers the resource department. The school staff will go out to see pre-school children, who can be provided with pre-braille services or to support them with their transition to school. As part of the support, the school team will formulate educational recommendation reports that can then be given to the schools, to assist them as the child transitions to school. 

APSEA provides early intervention for children from birth to five years in New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island. They have one pre-school consultant for each of the three provinces to support the needs of young children with vision loss. A pre-school consultant visits the student, after the referral is made through a doctor or a parent. The consultant determines the amount of service needed and works directly with the parents and the children. In some areas, the TVI will actually follow through with the program because the pre-school consultant cannot cover the entire province and will be able to see children on a weekly basis. The pre-school consultant returns to observe the TVI and provide feedback and recommendations for the program and support. Nova Scotia also has a network of early intervention supports through their Department of Community Services. Some children with vision loss are on the case load of the Isaac Walton Killam Hospital for Children (IWK) or one of the District Health Authorities in their community. In the province of Newfoundland and Labrador the TVIs in partnership with CNIB provide home based early intervention services for preschool age children. 

3.5. Education policies that regulate provision of supports and services to students with vision loss 

As indicated in our literature review, most study participants highlighted that the education policies in their provinces promote an inclusive education system for all students and typically define:

· The provincial criteria that students need to meet in order to receive support

· Procedures and guidelines mainly for special education in general and less specific to visual impairment

· The individual education plan as the foundation for delivery of services to students with disabilities, including students with vision loss

· The funding formula to support services and programs for students with special needs, including students with vision loss.

The study participants also pointed out that the policies in their provinces recognize the need for services for students with vision loss, but they do not define the level and type of services. Therefore it is at the discretion of the school boards how they will implement the policy and provide supports and services to their students. Some of the study participants stated: 

“The Ministry defines what the definition of visual impairment is…the school divisions will designate them and put programming into place. The type and level of services are not defined…it’s very much left up to the school division to determine the type and level of service that that student will receive.” (Saskatchewan)

“The policy, procedures and guidelines refer to the basic elements of what is commonly referred to as the expanded core curriculum for students with visual impairment/blindness and having resources available to meet those needs, but the degree of specificity is not always what some might wish for.” (British Columbia)

“More and more school boards are supporting low vision, but there’s nothing in the legislation that says they are required, to this day, there’s still nothing in the legislation. It’s up to the local school board to decide whether they will hire qualified teachers and students who are visually impaired or not…So the bigger the school board, the likelier it is that you have enough teachers to work with kids in addition to the ones that are just, braille readers.” (Ontario)

“There’s no service standards … what everyone will get is determined based on the case plan. What I’m saying is that the Bill 86 says that, by and large we believe in inclusive education, and that children will be integrated as much as possible. To some degree it’s up to the school districts and schools, how they will implement that policy. We don’t have a watchdog element of this, so it’s basically, districts by and large are relied on to do it themselves.” (New Brunswick)

The province of Ontario has two Policy Program Memoranda (PPM). One of the study participants from Ontario stated:

“One PPM outlines the resource service programs provided to blind, low vision, deaf/blind and deaf students in Ontario. And there’s another Policy PPM 76C that talks about blind, deaf, deaf/blind students in local district school board settings, kinds of support staff that should be in place, the types of programming, for example, orientation and mobility that should be in place for the support of an itinerant teacher. PPM76C does not account for kids with low vision. So, school boards were not required to provide support for students with low vision, they were required to provide support for students who read braille. PPM76C is under review and so we’re expecting changes… PPM76C still exists; it’s just the funding portion hasn’t been straightened out.” (Ontario)

The special education policy in Newfoundland and Labrador was described as the policy in draft, which is currently going through the process of rewriting and refining. The special education policy in Nova Scotia was described as a policy that is based on exclusivity of collaboration with service providers and with family. One of the study participants stated:

“The special education policy speaks about collaboration which involves parents and that has a major role to play in determining which information is valuable for assessment purposes. And providing a sense of what their aspirations and goals are for the children that we’re serving. They also talk about the appropriateness of educational programming, so it’s responding to need. [There is also a] requirement to report to parents on progress in terms of outcomes established through the program planning process. So we’re working very closely with APSEA and parents because they’re involved in strategic planning, and in an attempt to not only align the program planning process and align the plans but to align our accountability for reporting on student’s progress.” (Nova Scotia)

3.6. Funding for supports and services for students with vision loss

All those interviewed stated that the funding for supports and services is located provincially. The education services are provided by the school districts and are funded from grants provided by the Ministry of Education. 

One of the study participants from British Columbia stated:

“Special education grant funds from the Ministry support the hiring of teachers, braille transcribers and specialized resources. While the funding is based on the number of students a district has in each special education category it is pooled at a district level. Even though the Ministry provides grant to a school district $16,000 for each student that is identified as visually impaired or blind, it doesn’t mean that the district is compelled to provide $16,000 worth of service to each student but rather funding can be pooled to best meet the needs of all identified students. In order to receive the grant the criteria for visual impairment must be met. In addition there must be an IEP in place, there must be qualified personnel to support the student’s learning needs and the BC curriculum, program of studies must be followed.” (British Columbia)

As mentioned earlier, the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Children and Families support early intervention and pre-school programs in British Columbia. Some additional support may come from non-profit organizations, such as BC Blind Sports and CNIB. 

In 2009-10, Saskatchewan has moved to block funding recognition from individual student funding and moved to a needs-based model with undefined individual funding recognition. The ACCESS program, as well as contracting with CNIB is supported by an “Operating Grant”. The purchase and production of braille and large print and e-text, as well as the larger technology items are also covered by the same grant.

The study participant from Manitoba stated:

“It’s provided by [the Ministry of] Education and students with any disability can apply for funding support. There is a branch of the Government that looks at funding requests a couple of times a year and has a rubric for qualification for funding. It is the severity of the disability that will provide a different financial level of support. Information has to be there in terms of reports from the specific doctors, in our case it would be ophthalmologists or optometrists’ reports, as well as any kind of reports from occupational therapists or other professionals. The school has the funding to put in place for the student for either appropriate equipment or to provide some educational support staff time with their funds.” (Manitoba)

The province of Ontario has a different funding formula for the W. Ross MacDonald School than for the school boards. However, whether the support is provided through the school boards or through the W. Ross MacDonald School, ultimately the funding does come from the Ministry of Education. Ontario used to have the “Intensive Support Amount” (ISA funding), which recognized three levels of support. Level one was for technology and equipment, level two was for visually impaired children and level three was for students who are reading braille. Based on this funding, $27,000 was given to a school board for a braille reader who was at Level 3 funding (children who need around 50% of their day with a specialized teacher of the visually impaired students).  Level 2 funding brought in $13,000. Currently, the ISA Level 1 funding for technology and equipment is replaced with the Special Equipment Amount (SEA funding), but there is no longer any direct equivalent to ISA Level 2 and ISA Level 3.  One study participant from Ontario stated:

“The Ministry of Education is now calling it “high needs”. And “high needs” it’s pretty vague. We’re still waiting for some kind of funding formula. But school boards are still required to work with braille readers to provide a teacher because PPM76C( still exists.” (Ontario) 

In the Atlantic Provinces, APSEA services are covered by four provinces. There is a funding formula from each of the provinces based on the number of students and the services that APSEA provides. 

3.7. Access to materials and resources in alternate formats

Based on the study results all provinces included in the study have provincial resources supported by their Ministries of Education to provide their students with vision loss with materials in alternate format. 

British Columbia has a Provincial Resource Center for the Visually Impaired (PRCVI) located in Vancouver BC. PRCVI has primary responsibility for providing alternate format resources (AFR) the resources prescribed by the Ministry of Education. TVIs can request materials in alternate formats from PRCVI on behalf of students that meet PRCVI certification requirements. Resources and materials are provided on a loan basis. PRCVI provides alternate format textbooks, dictionaries, atlases, teacher resource materials, talking calculators, as well as a rich variety of kits, models, paper and writing products specifically designed for students with low vision and blindness. Most recently ARC BC, a joint SET BC and PRCVI initiative, has developed an online repository of downloadable digital texts and learning resources for registered users. PRCVI also provides some leisure reading and other complementary learning materials. The district has responsibility for producing teacher/classroom resources in alternative format for a student through a locally hired transcriber and/or educational assistant. 

Saskatchewan has the alternate format library in Regina. The materials need to be requested by the resource teachers, or by TVIs. The library also borrows materials from other provinces’ format producers/libraries who lend to students with perceptual disabilities. In addition, there are on-line data bases that are available to all students for research through the multi-type library board. The material can also be provided locally, where the schools generate many of their day to day resources (e.g., exams, handouts) with the technology that they have and by educational assistants, who scan, transcribe and emboss the material. The Saskatoon Public Library also has some large print materials that the schools can borrow for their students. The alternate format library and the databases are funded by the Ministry.
Manitoba has a department called Alternate Format Services, which is housed in the Manitoba Education building. The consultants for blind and visually impaired make a request for a title in alternate format, be it braille, large print or audio materials for the schools. The Alternate Format Services have a system whereby they share resources with libraries across Canada that have alternate format materials. A search to locate materials is first conducted and if located borrowed on Interlibrary loan. If the materials are not available, the Alternate Format Services will contact Media Production Services at Manitoba Education to produce the materials in the required format. 

In Ontario, the W. Ross MacDonald School resource service library is a primary source for getting material in alternate formats for English speaking students. French speaking students get their material through the Centre Jules-Leger in Ottawa, which is the W. Ross MacDonald School’s Francophone partner school. The W. Ross MacDonald School has a number of producers that they contract to produce materials in alternate form if they are not already in circulation.  All the materials are loaned for that school year. The province of Ontario has the Trillium List, which lists all the textbooks that are approved by the Ministry of Education for use in Ontario. Materials not on the Trillium list, the school board produces locally. Sometimes they have braille teachers or TVIs who produce materials in alternate format for students. Other times they will contract it out to contractors to have the materials produced. In that case the school board will cover all the costs. The larger school boards like the Toronto District School Board, have certified Braille transcribers that work full time on staff and do nothing but transcribing worksheets, books, and other materials that are not available. One of the study participants stated:

“W. Ross is a Ministry service, and they will only transcribe Ministry approved items. That means it’s free to the school board. But let’s say the students have a Math workbook that needs to be transcribed into braille, W. Ross will not do it, so now it’s up to my school board to figure out how we’re going to get that book in braille to a student. That’s when we can do it on site here in my program and we have paid people by the Board to do it, or we will contract it out. The school board pays for it, not the Ministry…they do not reimburse us for a cost of brailling materials.” (Ontario)

Students with vision loss in the Atlantic Provinces access materials in alternate forms through APSEA. One of the study participants commented:

“…part of the benefit of APSEA is that they have a tremendous data base of resources. And they acquired those resources through the funding provided to them by the provincial departments of education.“ (Nova Scotia)

3.8. Support for assistive technology needs of students with vision loss 

The study revealed that all provinces involved in the study have a provincial assistive technology budget and the assessment process in place to support their students with vision loss. 

The province of British Columbia has a loan bank lending system for students - Special Education Technology for British Columbia (SET-BC). The school boards will refer their students with vision loss to SET – BC. There is a comprehensive review system in place to determine the technology related needs of the student - a Comprehensive Action Plan (CAP), which includes the SET-BC consultant, and the school based team supporting the student. The student’s curriculum goals are reviewed and consideration is given to what assistive technology can best assist in meeting these curriculum goals as well as the support required. 
The assessment of technology related needs of students with vision loss in Saskatchewan can be done in a variety of ways. Sometimes the school divisions will work through the technology counselor at CNIB. This CNIB service has not been used currently as much as in the past by all school divisions, as there is a fee per hour that the school divisions are required to pay. The school divisions may use their own technology expertise within their school district. Sometimes, the school divisions will work with the vendors such as Aroga or Humanware. The school divisions would often borrow different types of equipment from these companies and try them out. The TVIs or designated members of school teams would complete an assistive technology request form for the student and the request would be reviewed and approved by division personnel. The ACCESS consultant suggests technology supports in the rural areas. The Saskatchewan Learning provides the Intensive Support Funding to school divisions to purchase technology. School divisions have identified that they have the capacity to meet the assistive technology needs of their students by purchasing equipment that is under the price of $10,000. For the technology that costs over $10,000 the school divisions would submit the invoice to the Student Support Services Branch, and they will be reimbursed for it. One of the study participants stated:

“The Ministry used to buy technology for the student and the student got to keep it forever. Now, although equipment is purchased by and owned by the school division, we’ve put together a new protocol to encourage school divisions to move technology with the student, if the student moves cities…so they don’t leave behind this expensive piece of machinery that maybe no one else can use and then arrive somewhere else and have to go through the process where they request it. And that seems to be successful so far.” (Saskatchewan)

In Manitoba, the Consultants for blind and visually impaired students purchase assistive technology for students with vision loss through the funds provided by the Manitoba Education. Equipment such as braillers, assistive devices and software, such as JAWS are provided. In addition closed circuit television readers, distance magnification equipment, lower tech items and resources are provided. This equipment is on loan to the students for as long as they require using them in the school. The consultants keep in contact with other provinces to get information about the technology devices they are using and to make sure that their students’ needs are appropriately met. The study participant from Manitoba commented:

“There’s a network of people across the country that will look at some new technology. One of our consultants has a background in technology herself and will provide more one on one instruction to students on assistive technology.“ (Manitoba)

The district school boards in Ontario can receive additional funding, under the SEA funding (Special Equipment Amount) to purchase adequate technology for their students with vision loss. The school boards are required to have an assessment completed by a qualified practitioner and usually that is done as a team of people, a TVI, along with someone from the Sight Substitution Centre (W. Ross MacDonald School), or maybe from CNIB. Based on the assessment, the school board makes application to the Ministry for SEA funding, to purchase the equipment that is necessary for that particular student. The first $800.00 of a SEA claim gets paid by the school board, and everything after that is paid for by the Ministry of Education. 

Some school boards have SEA authorizers on their staff. The SEA authorizer will write up the assessment results, or a letter authorizing all of the equipment required by the particular student. The SEA authorizers have to meet certain criteria defined by the Ministry, such as to demonstrate their competency in being knowledgeable about the system technology and have five years experience as a specialist teacher to the blind. Some school boards which do not have SEA authorizers on their staff may rely on an assessment done by the Assistant Devices Program (ADP). The ADP is the Ministry of Health program. 

The W. Ross MacDonald School has equipment in the school for their students to use. One of the study participants stated:

“…our new students...as far as assisted technology goes, we start right at the primary grades and we introduce it as necessary to the student. But if they want to use it outside of the school then they have to apply for ADP, the Adaptive Devices…if they wanted a computer at home for example.” (Ontario)

In the Atlantic Provinces the technology related assessment and support is mainly provided through the APSEA services. APSEA has trained assistive technology teachers who work with the school teams to assist the TVIs in determining the best assistive devices for their students and how to teach them to use these devices. The APSEA centre itself provides access to a variety of teaching and technical support staff to students with vision loss. In the province of New Brunswick in addition to APSEA, the school districts have grants for which they can apply to provide technology to meet students’ needs. In Nova Scotia, the Student Services Division, Department of Education, developed guidelines for the use of assistive technology in schools. The guidelines that they have developed are compatible with APSEA’s process. The study participant from Nova Scotia commented:

“We rely very heavily on Joy Zabala, who developed a framework, the SETT framework for consideration of student needs for assistive technology… you examine the current conditions to consider educational need in terms of student, environment and task. It’s working very effectively. We incorporate the use of that framework in our program planning process, which would also involve APSEA and it’s proven to be very effective because we haven’t reintroduced a program planning process…we’ve used the existing process.” (Nova Scotia)

3.9. Differences between rural and urban areas in terms of supports and services for students with vision loss 

The study results indicate that the differences between rural and urban areas are more evident in the Western and Central provinces than in the Atlantic Provinces. Study participants from British Columbia, Saskatchewan and Ontario agreed on the following major differences:

· Rural TVIs cover huge geographical areas, therefore the direct services they provide to students with vision loss are limited in the time spent with these students;
· Finding a qualified teacher to work with students with vision loss in rural areas is more difficult than in urban areas;
· Lack of qualified teachers combined with large caseloads can be a challenge for supporting students with vision loss in rural areas.

Related to the issue of a long travel time required to cover a huge geographical area, some study participants stated:

“…most of the school districts have one centre with a larger population base - possibly 10,000 to 50,000 or 60,000 people if outside of the Vancouver, Victoria area. However, each may also include a large surrounding rural area where the home base of the vision teacher can be a two or three hour drive (or more) from some of their more remote students.” (British Columbia)

“…large centers like Toronto or Ottawa, have a great deal of services for students and those in the isolated areas, especially the far north or even the rural boards in Ontario don’t have the same sheer numbers of students and therefore don’t have the same kind of support…some of the Boards are quite large and rural and as such, they don’t have a high population of blind students, they might not have many vision itinerant teachers, and again, the amount of distance that that teacher has to travel can impact the service the child gets.”  (Ontario)

When describing the challenges of finding qualified teachers to work with students with vision loss in rural areas some study participants stated:

“Our two larger centers, Regina, Saskatoon, have got teachers, trained teachers of the visually impaired…and everybody else has this small percentage of consultative support. When you look at a student in Saskatoon, and a student in a small town, the student in the small town has access to equipment, and some of the areas of support but, the component they’re missing is someone trained in that area who provides direct service.” (Saskatchewan)

“Another difference, the northern boards and some of the rural boards, have difficulty attracting teachers of the blind, orientation and mobility support, braille teachers, just due to the fact that qualified individuals don’t live in that catchment area. It’s an ongoing issue… finding, locating and having qualified people move to those areas.” (Ontario)

On the topic of the lack of qualified teachers combined with high caseloads one study participant stated:

“There was one teacher of the blind out in Belleville, and he was working with one braille user and he had about 35 other kids with low vision and he was scrambling all over the place. And then another child becomes visually impaired and all of a sudden he can’t see the other kids, because he’s got to work with his original braille user and this newly visually impaired child. So, he’s in a dilemma, there’s nobody else out there to do his job, so now he’s cutting back the support he’s giving to everybody…he can’t ignore that child’s needs, that child needs help, but he’s only one person. So you know, reality, real life hits and that means he might have to reduce the level of support to everyone. And if there’s only one orientation and mobility specialist in that whole Belleville area, that person’s time has to be spread really thin to all those kids who need it.” (Ontario)

The study participants also discussed the solutions their provinces developed to deal with the challenges they experienced in supporting students with vision loss in rural areas. One of solutions was to encourage school based teachers to enroll in the vision teacher training program (e.g., the University of British Columbia) Furthermore, Saskatchewan provides training for teachers through their annual INSIGHT conference. This province also has the ACCESS consultant to provide support to the rural areas of the province, because they do not have the capacity to have the TVIs within their districts. Participants from Saskatchewan mentioned that they have specific issues related to providing services and supports to Aboriginal students with vision loss living on reserves. Reserves can contract with the ACCESS consultant for the support, but it is an entirely different concept than in the rest of the province, because these schools are supported through a different funding source. 

The study participants from Ontario indicated that even finding a qualified teacher to support students with vision loss in a large urban setting may be a challenge. One of them stated:

“It’s really hard to find TVIs to work in Toronto as well, because it’s Toronto, it’s the cost of living, it’s traffic. You could spend as much time on the road in Toronto, going four kilometers as you do driving thirty in the country; it could take you just as long. So it’s a different kind of driving experience, when you’re itinerant, you’re in your car a lot and there’s not many people who like doing that kind of job.” (Ontario)

In the province of Manitoba, services are provided in a more consistent manner in both the rural and urban areas. Namely, consultants for blind and visually impaired share the province, and they have the same model of service for all their students, no matter the location. The study participants from Manitoba indicated:

“We work with the whole province and try to insure all our consultants provide consistent service to all of our students. The challenge is the far north due to distance and access. We work towards similar instructional hours for students. We have one consultant based in the western part of the province that has a large rural caseload. Fortunately the majority of Manitoba’s population is in or nearby to Winnipeg.” (Manitoba)

The study participants from the Atlantic Provinces mainly agreed that there are no major differences between their rural and urban areas with respect to the amount of services that students with vision loss receive. One of the study participants stated:

“There are no differences except the mileage for itinerant teachers is heavier in the rural area. They get the same amount of service as anybody else. They have to travel more, but we have an itinerant teacher in each of the districts throughout all three provinces. So there are a few students who require a lot of mileage, but mostly it’s not too bad.” (APSEA)

The study participant from Newfoundland and Labrador indicated that their school districts “have an equal share of itinerants based on the caseload…they’re all equally qualified, and the service for the students with vision loss is very equitable.”

3.10. The major strengths of the existing services and supports for students with vision loss 

The most frequently cited strengths of the existing services and supports for students with vision loss by study participants were the following:

· Good access to assistive technology and to alternate format materials;
· An opportunity for students with vision loss to be part of the regular classroom within the community school;
· Equal access to the provincial curriculum as their sighted peers. 

Participants from British Columbia and Ontario recognized very well qualified and supportive TVIs community as one of their major strengths. Another strength identified by the participants from British Columbia was a relatively reasonable average caseload for teachers. Participants from Ontario considered an option for students with vision loss to be educated at a local school board, or at a specialized W. Ross MacDonald School as one of their major strengths. One of the study participants from Ontario stated:

“Both options are funded equally by the Ministry of Education, so if you choose one option or the other, you do not have to pay anything extra. Having the Ministry of Education support and fund all of the educational programs no matter where they are in some fashion or other is a strength. Parents don’t have to pay tuition to have a student come to a Provincial school for example. All the costs, even the transportation is covered. There are no hidden costs for whatever option best meets the needs of the student and the parents.” (Ontario)

With respect to the W. Ross MacDonald School the major identified strengths were resource services they provide to the school boards, training of their specialist teachers of the blind through the additional qualification courses and the initiation of their short term placement programs. One of the study participants commented on the W. Ross MacDonald School weekend programs:

“The feedback from parents and kids is amazing. Every weekend that we’ve had this year, about 75% of the kids on these weekends are repeat customers. We do an evaluation at the end of every weekend and the last question is, will you come back to another weekend, and we’ve not had a single “no”. And we’re starting to see the benefits of these short-term programs and what’s happening with the kids in terms of social, because a lot of our kids are isolated as you probably know. They’ve created new networks for themselves and made friends.” (Ontario)

The major strengths identified from a Toronto District School Board perspective in addition to outstanding access to technology were the strong program with a long history that offers a range of placement options for students with vision loss and great competency and professional opportunities for their teachers. One of the study participants stated:

“We’ve always been a forerunner in technology. We continue to do that, the teachers are all highly trained… a lot of people look to us for leadership, because we’ve been doing this for so long and we deal with very complex kids, it’s not just straight “academic” kids, we’ve been working with kids with multiple needs for thirty years, so we already know how to do it. And a lot of people do come here for a year or two to get their feet wet, and then they go off into a smaller school board, where it’s not as expensive to live. And they say, in two years in Toronto, you can encounter just about every eye condition there is. It’s a very intense training ground.” (Ontario)

Participants from Saskatchewan recognized their good working relationship with CNIB as one of the strengths of their support to students with vision loss. Some study participants stated:

“We have worked in the last year to strengthen the partnership and strengthen our collaboration with CNIB so that the CNIB and the orientation and mobility instructors aren’t just going into the schools providing instruction and leaving, but to build capacity with the school and the school division level, so I think that’s one of our strengths, we’re still working in that area but we’re making huge leaps.” (Saskatchewan)

“We also have a good working relationship with the CNIB here. And that’s really important because that’s a lifelong service for our students so it’s important to access services early and keep them going.” (Saskatchewan)

Other strengths identified by the participants from Saskatchewan were the needs based model for their services; the Intensive Support Rubrics that they have in place; the INSIGHT annual conference as a professional development and networking opportunity for the professionals in the field, and the parents of children with vision loss; and, a small number of students with vision loss which enables more personalized supports and services to almost all of the students in the province. Some study participants stated:

“To become an intensive support student, in the case of visual impairment, the criteria is best corrected visual acuity of 20/70 or less or a visual central field that is 20 degrees or less. The provincial Intensive Support Rubric also includes a clause recognizing cases where, if the needs have been determined by qualified personnel and it is determined that the loss of vision is affecting student learning, that designation is possible… we can see the needs for some students that might have 20/60 acuity in a clinical setting, but that’s only in the very best conditions and functionally they’re a lot worse. It gives a little bit of flexibility in making the decision about services…”  (Saskatchewan)

“The good side of smaller numbers is it’s not bureaucratic because we can provide personalized supports and services to almost all of the students,… and vision loss, it’s personal because you know the kids by name and you know what particular needs they have…and I will take requests by phone, fax, email…drop-in, you name it, I don’t have to have a sort of structured response.” (Saskatchewan)

Manitoba’s unique approach of having consultants for blind and visually impaired working with the whole province and being all housed out of one building along with the alternate format services was identified as the major strength. This approach provides a lot of opportunities for collaboration, and informal and formal professional development in a form of team teaching, regular monthly meetings, and mentoring. The study participant from Manitoba stated:

“…we have opportunities to regularly meet and work with another vision teacher and help each other out with some team assessment.   We can do some team teaching because of near proximity of students and the Consultants. We have developed a Mentorship program that allows a new staff to observe 6 other teachers and many types of students and schools during their first year of employment. The team of Consultants has regular once a month meetings. Alternate Formats services and Media Production are housed at Manitoba Education which allows a Consultant to go and speak to a Braillist, check for materials ourselves and expedite getting the material sent out to a school. We work closely together and have some inter-department projects and committees related to braille collection development and providing workshops to school divisions.” (Manitoba) 

Participants from the Atlantic Provinces identified a regionalized service and the highly specialized expertise provided by APSEA as their major strengths. Some study participants stated:

“APSEA in terms of school services is described as the gold bench mark of service, it’s seen as being very well funded. Feedback from educators, other agencies of parents shows a high degree of satisfaction.” (New Brunswick)

“There is no way one small province could support such a small group of students with a very specific and urgent set of needs. We need the collaboration of the other provinces to provide the full array of services needed. It would be very inefficient and a waste of money to duplicate these services in all the provinces.” (Prince Edward Island)

In addition to the services provided by APSEA, relatively small caseload and consequently an opportunity for TVIs to visit their students with vision loss on a fairly regular basis as well as a good working relationship with CNIB were identified as strengths in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

3.11. The major weaknesses of the existing services and supports for students with vision loss
Most of the participants expressed their preference for describing the existing supports and services in terms of challenges rather than weaknesses. The study participants provided a diverse range of answers to this question. The most commonly cited challenge was the ability to recruit and secure qualified teachers of the visually impaired and limited training opportunities. Some study participants stated:

“So just having one consultant for the entire province, that’s definitely a weakness. We’re having difficulty recruiting somebody to take that position so that the ACCESS consultant can start to build that capacity and train somebody new. Travel is the issue when we try to recruit new people.” (Saskatchewan)

“It’s difficult to find trained teachers of the visually impaired to fill vacant positions. There’s not as many training and educational programs in the States as there used to be. In Canada we have only the one in British Columbia and the one in the Maritime Provinces, so to find new people that are willing to go away for that training, that extra training is difficult, so I know every province seems to have a vacant position or two and are scrambling to find replacements just because of the aging teacher population.” (Manitoba)

“Teachers, in my opinion would be better trained, even though I am one of the people delivering the curriculum, it’s not enough time, they need a more intensive program at the Master’s level, not just the additional qualifications [to a Special Education degree] three courses.” (Ontario)

“This problem applies particularly to keeping trained people in the western region of the province. APSEA is involved with the M.ED program at Mount St. Vincent University but there is a problem there in getting qualified people to teach the classes on ridiculous seasonal wages.” (Prince Edward Island)

Participants from British Columbia, Saskatchewan and Manitoba identified travel distances and weather as the challenges in providing more frequent services to students in more remote areas of their provinces. Other identified challenges in British Columbia referred to providing more comprehensive support for pre-school children with vision loss, to students with vision loss and additional disabilities and to students in the transition from high school into postsecondary programs. 

In addition to geography related challenges, participants from Saskatchewan identified the following challenges:

· Large caseloads and related limited direct support on a regular basis, especially to students in rural areas of the province

· Decrease of orientation and mobility services provided to students with vision loss

· Lack of facilities, staff and time for providing short term programs focused on disability specific skills

· The decision makers are lacking knowledge about the issues in the field of vision loss

· Lack of opportunities for vision impairment related training

· Insufficient services for young children (zero to five)

· Lack of access and support to Aboriginal students with vision loss who are living on reserves.
One of the study participants from Saskatchewan stated:

“Another challenge would be that our caseloads are big…you feel like you’re almost working on a consultative basis and should be having more direct time with that student… we had some new students move to the city and some of our other students who do qualify for TVI designation were taken off our direct caseloads and put onto our consultative caseloads, because the new students had more needs than they did; which is sad, because our other students still have those needs, but there’s just not enough time.” (Saskatchewan)
The inconsistency of equal programs across the province, the need for a clear funding model and a legislation that would require that school boards must (not should) work with the students with low vision were identified as challenges in the province of Ontario. 

In New Brunswick, the participants stated that there were communication issues relating to the fact that there is just one agency serving a huge geographical area. The challenge to align APSEA’s service plans with the school districts program plan and to collaborate with APSEA and the school through a single program planning process was identified in Nova Scotia. Lack of orientation and mobility certified professionals was noted as the major challenge in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

3.12. Suggestions for improvement 

Participants from different provinces had different suggestions for improvements based on their specific challenges and circumstances. Participants from British Columbia indicated that their pre-school support for children with vision loss should be improved. The need to offer more frequent opportunities for students with vision loss for special training in skills development and shared experience has been suggested as one of the avenues for improving existing services in general. One of the study participants stated:

“Having children in inclusive settings is terrific for the most part, but it can also be isolating, in that they do sometimes need to be able to get together as a community of young people that share this specific challenge of visual impairment and blindness. I’d love to be able to develop a variety of different short term programs and courses, like the APSEA model. That’s something that would be very useful here, where we could bring youngsters together and address a specific need for a small group of students. We might address a specific area of life skills, it might be on safety issues, it might be on something grooming, social skills or career planning, but [having] these opportunities occur more frequently during the year would be ideal.” (British Columbia)

The following suggestions for improvement were suggested for the province of Saskatchewan:

· Implement a province wide service delivery model and policies, so that children from rural areas have access to trained staff;
· Get direct access to other provinces’ resources (e.g., online electronic text, downloadable books);
· Increase the number of TVIs ;
· Have an advocacy group for children with vision loss. 

One of the suggestions for improving existing services in Manitoba referred to developing the pre-recruitment strategy for teachers by promoting this profession more and by establishing easier access with the university programs for teachers wanting to get training. Another suggestion was to make alternate formats more accessible with digital repositories and provincial sharing of these formats. The study participant from Manitoba stated:

“I think our goal for improving services, is keeping current on how books are being put into MP3 and making other formats more accessible for users, and school divisions.” (Manitoba)

Participants from Ontario indicated that some changes in the existing legislation should be welcomed. One of them would be to have legislation that mandates that every school board indicate to the parents of children with vision loss that there is an option to be enrolled at the Provincial school and there is no cost to do that. This approach would better inform parents about this available option for their children. One of the study participants stated:

“…the last short term placement we had in January one of the parents came and said that she didn’t know about the school and it was the first time her son had come to one of these weekend programs. She thought it was a private school. She was absolutely shocked when I said that there is no charge. [I would like to see that]  the parents are well informed in terms of what is available to them in the Province and it would be great if it was a kind of a one stop shopping that there was a list and there are all the sorts of things that parents of blind and visually impaired kids can access.” (Ontario)
Another suggestion was to tighten up the legislation in terms of developing a clear funding model and reimbursing school boards for transcribing of braille materials and providing accessible materials that are not listed on the Trillium list, but are needed for a student.  Furthermore, the legislation that mandates that any text book that is approved by the Ministry of Education must have an accessible e-text format that can be easily transcribed and produced should be in place. One of the study participants stated:

“I would like to see, somehow, the Ministry of Education reimbursing school boards, for the provision of accessible materials and similar to that, I would like to see a requirement from the Ministry of Education, any text book that is approved in an Ontario school, must, not should, but must have an accessible e-text format that we can take the disc from the company and transcribe it without having to scan it in and do all the cleanup. They should have ready made files for us…so that it doesn’t take months to produce a book in braille. The Ministry could even introduce the Braille Bill, like the Americans.” (Ontario)

Reviewing the short term placements at APSEA to make sure that they are actually meeting the needs of the students was one of the suggestions for improving services and supports in the Atlantic Provinces. In addition, conducting more research in the area of vision loss, and making sure that available supports follow best practices for the curriculum was suggested as a way of improving services. Offering short term programs in the child’s local community, instead of offering them in Halifax was also one of the suggestions. One study participant stated:

“I think a lot of the short term programs that kids go to Halifax for, I think should be offered in the child’s community because going away to learn how to use a bus in Halifax or get around in Halifax is not the same as learning how to get around in their home let’s say in Woodstock, New Brunswick. The closer the training or instruction takes place where the child actually lives, I think the more relevant it is.” (New Brunswick)

In addition to re-developing of weekend programming for short terms placements at the APSEA centre, the following suggestions were made for improving services in the province of Prince Edward Island:

· Development of summer programming in recreation and leisure skills at the APSEA Centre;
· Promotion of high tech devices for orientation and mobility;
· Use of distance education for students;
· Re-development of assessment services for students with vision loss and with additional disabilities; and
· More outreach by centre-based staff for assessment services. 

Providing more resources to orientation and mobility specialists was the suggestion for improving services in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

3.13. Examples of efficient and successful service and support models for students with vision loss 

The study participants were asked if they were aware of any service and support models for students with vision loss that they would consider efficient and successful. There was a high level of agreement among the study participants that the APSEA model in the Atlantic Provinces, which provides a variety of short term programs to students with vision loss, is an efficient and successful model. Study participants indicated the following advantages of this model:

· It offers short term intensive teaching on vision related skills (e.g., assistive technology, social skills);
· It gives students opportunities to interact with other students with similar experience in a small group settings;
· It offers a full range of assessments; and
· It has well qualified and trained staff (teachers of students with visual impairments).
One study participant stated:

“The model in the Atlantic Provinces …that would be a good model that assists rural students and give them an opportunity to interact with other visually impaired students in a small group setting which they don’t always get in their own school district if they’re the only child in the school or in the division with visual impairment.” (Manitoba)

Some participants from Saskatchewan indicated that the model in Manitoba, with regional division between the consultants for blind and visually impaired and the model from Alberta with providing services in their larger centers, and regional services for more rural areas in the province might be the efficient models they need to look at, because they have similar challenges in terms of geography and number of students they serve. 

The Provincial Resource Centre for the Visually Impaired (PRCVI) in British Columbia was recognized by some participants as a very efficient model of resources and technical supports for students with vision loss. 

3.14. The outcomes research that speaks to the success of the model of service delivery 

When asked if they have conducted any outcomes research that might speak to the success of the model of service delivery in their province, most of the study participants answered negatively. Those who stated that they have conducted some research, also indicated that they mainly had some form of informal inquiries or that they have never published the results of their research. One of the study participants from Ontario stated:

“There’s nothing really out there, for outcomes research for any, like the expanded core curriculum for example…there’s no one assessment tool, where you can acquire a baseline of skills for a student and then two years later do a follow-up.” (Ontario)

In the province of Newfoundland and Labrador the Ministry of Education conducted a formal review of the models of support to students with special needs, including students with vision loss (ISSP review). The review was focused on exploring major challenges faced by the models of support in this province.

The study participant from Prince Edward Island stated:

“We do an outcomes summary of specific goals and objectives achieved by individual students in the eight areas of the expanded core curriculum as taught by itinerant teachers. We have stats on this for the past five years for each of the Maritime Provinces and on average 70-75% of goals successfully completed. The regular curriculum of studies would be assessed at the local school level in the same way as their peers. We do have grad stats we have been collecting for over ten years.” (Prince Edward Island)

Study participants from Nova Scotia and APSEA indicated that they are in the process of initiating this type of research. According to the study participant from Nova Scotia, the research efforts in this province will be focused on the post-secondary experience of all students, but in particular students with disabilities, including students with vision loss. 

The study participant from Manitoba stated:

“Not specifically to our model but we do have access to the graduation statistics for our students or for any students in the province. Anecdotal information from our consultants indicates that many if not most of our students do complete the high school program.” (Manitoba)

Study participants from the W. Ross MacDonald School in Ontario indicated that they have a data base which helps them keep track of their students: 

“We’ve got three years worth of data as to what the students are doing and our goal is to track them certainly for the next year after and then, the bigger goal is to track them five or seven years down the road, for those who have gone through post-secondary and what they’re doing. We haven’t published it, but it’s just more of a data base that we’re keeping track of…looking at where the students, the year they left, the education they went to, and then, we’re, the next step would be you know, the five, seven years after, so we’re not quite there yet.” (Ontario)

Participants from British Columbia, Saskatchewan and Ontario indicated that they use the Individual Educational Plan (IEP), or the Personal Program Plan (PPP), as the tool to determine outcomes for a particular student. One of the study participants stated:

“On the IEP will be specific goals that need to be addressed through the vision teacher, so those are disability specific. There is an IEP page called the alternative curriculum and it’s on the provincial report card, so you click alternative, and you give it a name, like braille literacy skills, and on that page, the vision teacher will write out what the goals are for the year for that student. That’s the accountability piece where we described what we’re going to work on this year or this term…this particular ECC skill…and the way that we account for how a student has done it.” (Ontario)  

4. Concluding remarks

Based on the literature review and in-depth key informant interviews the main identified areas of supports and services that exist in every province included in this study are the following:

· The Ministry of Education and the school boards share a responsibility for providing support to school-aged children with vision loss.

· The primary support professionals within the school setting are the teachers for students with visual impairments (TVIs), also called the vision teachers or the itinerant teachers. The TVIs travel to schools to deliver specialized direct and/or consultative services for students with vision loss. They have a caseload of students with vision loss to manage and support. 

· Although the TVIs are the primary support professionals, the school team approach is used to support students with vision loss within a school setting. Other professional groups that may be involved are the classroom teachers, special education/resource teachers, special education assistants, teacher assistants, orientation and mobility specialists, technology specialists, school administrator, educational psychologist, school/guidance counselor, etc.

· The level and intensity of support in obtaining disability specific skills is primarily determined based on individual students’ needs through the results of an assessment. The assessment is usually conducted by the TVIs and/or by the experts in the specific areas (e.g., technology or orientation and mobility) based on their qualifications and availability. The TVIs for the most part have responsibility for providing support to students in obtaining disability specific skills. 

· All support services and priorities related to curriculum for a student are typically outlined in the Individual Educational Plan or similar plans with different names in several provinces.  

· Depending on the students’ needs different placement options may be offered to students with vision loss within the inclusive school setting. A pull-out resource model might be put in place, meaning that student may leave the classroom for the part of their school day to receive specialized instructions from a specialized educator or a resource teacher (e.g., orientation and mobility instructor, braille instructions). The province of Ontario, Quebec and the Atlantic Provinces have residential school options available to their students with vision loss. 

· Although supports and services for children with vision loss aged birth to five are delivered in every province, the ways they are delivered vary. The Ministry of Health in each province is primarily responsible for regulating supports for children in this age group. 

· The existing education policies recognize the need for services and supports for students with vision loss, but typically they do not specify the level, intensity or the type of support. How the service is delivered is generally left to the discretion of school boards. 

· The funding for supports and services for students with vision loss is located provincially and provided by Ministries of Education. An exception lies with Aboriginal students.

· In response to students’ needs to access materials in alternate forms alternative formats services supported by Ministries of Education are provided. The material is typically provided on a loan basis. The material can also be provided locally, produced with the technology and by vision related professionals at the school board level.  

· The provincial assistive technology budget is available and the technology assessment process is in place to support the technology–related needs of students with vision loss. 

Recruiting and retaining qualified staff and providing adequate staff training, as well as balancing of equity between rural and urban settings were the most frequently cited challenges in providing supports and services to students with vision loss. The model most admired is the Atlantic Provinces Special Education Authority (APSEA).

In conclusion, although services, supports and resources are not always adequate to the complexity and the scope of the needs, each region included in this study has developed unique strategies for dealing with these complexities within complex education system and funding formulas. 
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APPENDIX A: Canadian National Standards 
Canadian National Standards For the Education of Children and Youth who are Blind or Visually Impaired, Including those with Additional Disabilities

Education Committee National Coalition for Vision Health, 2003 
1. All students who are blind or visually impaired will have a school-based planning team with the mandate to plan, implement, monitor and evaluate programs and services for these students. A qualified teacher of students who are blind or visually impaired and an orientation and mobility instructor will be members of this team.

2. The type and frequency of instruction and the services provided by the teacher of students who are blind or visually impaired will be based on the assessed needs of the student and the level of support required within both the home and school environments.

3. The programs and services needed by students who are blind or visually impaired are determined through assessment conducted by the teacher of students who are blind or visually impaired and other professionals identified by the school-based planning team.


4. The school-based planning team will develop an individualized program plan. All components of the Expanded Core Curriculum will be considered for inclusion in this plan. The individualized program plan becomes a working document for the school-based planning team for use throughout the year.

5. All children who are blind or visually impaired, regardless of the presence and severity of additional disabilities, will have equal access to the programs and services provided by teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired and by orientation and mobility instructors.

6. Alternate format materials will be provided for students in the format identified by the members of the school-based planning team. These materials must be provided at the same time as the print materials are made available to their sighted peers. Students will have the opportunity to request materials in the format of their choice.

7. Assistive technology needs of the student are determined through comprehensive assessments completed by those with experience in this area. Assistive technology will be made available for use in the home as well as at school. An appropriate level of technical support is necessary to ensure the student is able to access assistive technology and incorporate its use in everyday activities.

8. All internet based material prescribed by the provincial Departments of Education for use in schools and information on Department of Education web sites will be developed using universal design principles to ensure access by students who are blind or visually impaired and by parents who are blind or visually impaired.

9. Educational software used for instruction or reinforcement of newly acquired concepts or incorporated in the curriculum by teachers will be made accessible to students who are blind or visually impaired. As well, access to educational software providing interactive computer based simulations or supporting the development of skills such as web page design, multimedia presentation, the use of spreadsheets, and desktop publishing will be provided so that students who are blind or visually impaired have equal access to essential learning opportunities.

10. Parents are involved as valued and fully participating members of the school-based planning team.

11. Students will have a full array of program placement options including short-term intensive training opportunities to address areas of the Expanded Core Curriculum.

12. Children who are blind or visually impaired and their families will be provided with specialized early intervention services to address the implications of vision loss on learning and development. Early intervention programming and family support will be initiated at the time of diagnosis.

13. A comprehensive transition plan must be developed for children and youth who are blind or visually impaired each time they are moving to a significantly different learning environment or placement (e.g., preschool to kindergarten, school graduation to the work force or postsecondary education).
Appendix B: SERVICE REVIEWS - Special education in general

The ISSP and Pathways Commission Report (Newfoundland and Labrador)

In the province of Newfoundland and Labrador educational services to students with special needs are delivered under the Model for the Coordination of Services to Children and Youth. This model is articulated through the development of an Individual Support Services Plan (ISSP) and support services are then delivered to students via the cascade model known as Pathways to Programming and Graduation. The Ministry of Education in Newfoundland recently requested a formal review of the models and created an ISSP and Pathways Commission to perform this task (2006).68 The purpose of this review was to identify major challenges faced by the models and to learn more about how the needs of students with special needs were being met within these models. 

In order to achieve these goals, an approach combining quantitative and qualitative methods was utilized for this study. Quantitative information was collected using an intensive telephone survey of teachers. Qualitative data was collected through scheduled focus groups, district visits, open submissions, and interviews with key informants (parents and educators).

The study revealed that the reality of current practice has drifted from what is either articulated in current policy and/or envisioned in the original development.68 The Model for the Coordination of Services to Children and Youth was found to be problematic in several areas. 

· The ISSP was initially designed as an interdepartmental planning document, completed in collaboration with the four partner departments involved in child and youth service. However, the review found that this document had evolved into a strictly educational document, which indicated an obvious lack of commitment from other government agencies. 

· Neither the Department of Education nor the school districts developed an effective tracking mechanism for following students. The numbers of students who are receiving Pathway supports is not currently collected nor are the numbers of students on ISSPs.

· Unrealistic demands on personnel were another identified problematic area. The Commission heard from educators that the workload requirements associated with ISSPs and Pathways were stressful and burdensome, resulting in constraining teacher time and limiting the amount of instructional hours with students. About 43% of teachers indicated that in an average week of teaching they need to spend 4 to 8 hours outside the instructional day on ISSP and Pathway planning; 31% said 1 to 3 hours, and 21% said 9 to 15 hours. 

· There is significant diversity in levels of knowledge about ISSPs and Pathways among all participants. Many teachers reported no training or in-service in either the ISSP or Pathways models, and there was widespread misunderstanding of individual roles and responsibilities associated with the models. Close to 46% of classroom teachers, administrators, counsellors and special education teachers reported not having training in ISSPs, and about 47% reported no training in relation to Pathways. Very few parents have received ISSP training during the past five years. Although the Department of Education has a brochure titled Pathways to Programming and Graduation – A Brochure for Parents, only few parents who were focus groups participants were familiar with or even aware of its existence. 
· Both parents and teachers agreed that the ISSP meetings do not reflect a collegial and collaborative process of decision-making.  Teachers reported considerable stress in having to attend countless meetings that are of little help to them. Parents, on the other hand, voiced struggles with actually getting the meeting scheduled and then being rushed through the agenda with few teachers in attendance. Parents also reported feeling powerless and marginalized in the current models. They described the ISSP meetings as being very intimidating in that they often felt like they had to “face a team” of professionals, alone and isolated in their role. Many parents reported that often they felt that the purpose of meetings was just to get them “to sign the forms”.

· Close to 50% of current classroom teachers had absolutely no training in the area of special education, while a further 37.6% had minimal training. Ninety percent of classroom teachers and 99.6% of special education teachers indicated that they need training in accommodating diverse learners. Despite reporting comfort with their ability to meet the needs of children with special needs, about 60% of classroom teachers felt that these children should be taught by someone else.

· Both parents and educators expressed concern that many currently employed special education teachers did not have minimal training for the position. Only 60% of full-time special education teachers were equipped with special education degrees. In addition, the province’s guidance counselors and psychologists have little or no training in exceptionalities and/or differentiating instruction. 

· Both parents and educators called for an expanded role of student assistants to that of a teacher assistant, which would enable these paraprofessionals work with the teacher to meet the academic, physical and behavioral needs of a greater range of students with special needs.  

· Special education teachers indicated that they spend tremendous amounts of time and energy in the development of alternate courses and curriculum for those students requiring Pathway Four and Five supports. The lack of training in developing alternate curriculum and the availability of resources for these programs were voiced as a concern, too.  

· Both parents and educators agreed that timeliness in completing assessments either by educational personnel at both the school and district levels, or by outside agencies/departments, were major issues across the province. Lengthy waitlists, difficulties in recruiting and retaining specialists, the availability of testing materials and use of outdated instruments were cited as factors with a far-reaching negative impact on timely completion of appropriate assessments. 

· The absence of French speaking special education teachers was underscored at the Francophone schools.

· Both parents and educators agreed that the documentation and the process of applying for specialized supports were cumbersome and ”hardly worth it”.

· Curriculum issues were also identified. About 80% of teachers agreed that the grade 7 to 12 curriculum does not have appropriate courses for students who are not strong academically and that the curriculum is not linked enough to the personal career development needs of students with special needs. 

In summary, both parents and teachers indicated that current practice related to the ISSP and Pathways models was not effective in responding to the needs of the children with special needs. A shift towards empowering the classroom teacher with resources, knowledge, and skills with which to differentiate instruction and create what will be acknowledged as “inclusive environments” was recommended.  

Co-teaching: A literature Review prepared for the Ministry of Education, Saskatchewan

Co-teaching is described as a service delivery model that is based on the philosophy of inclusive education and the principles of collaboration. It is considered a promising option for meeting the learning needs of the many students who once spent a large part of the school day with special educators in separate classrooms and promoted as best practice in the United States.69 Co-teaching combines the expertise of two professionals, typically a general educator and a special educator, as they share different, but complementary knowledge and skills and work together to meet the needs of a diverse student population within a general education setting. The literature describes four different co-teaching approaches: supportive, parallel, complementary and team teaching.69 

The author of the review stated that the research evidence on co-teaching has not been firmly established, due to the relative newness of this service delivery model and to a lack of quantitative and experimental studies. However, the research findings gathered through observations and interviews with teachers, administrators, parents, and students revealed that the co-teaching model offers significant educational benefits to students, teachers, and education organizations.

Some of the benefits for students with special needs were: access to the general education curriculum, reduced social stigma associated with leaving the classroom for special education services, enhanced academic performance, positive effects on self esteem, improved social skills, increased participation in the classroom activities and minimized instructional fragmentation. The benefits for nondisabled students are reflected in a wider range of teaching expertise and skills offered to meet their individual learning and personal needs by having two teachers in the classroom. Working cooperatively through the sharing of knowledge, skills, and expertise can reduce teacher isolation, improve self-esteem and confidence, inject pedagogical passion and vigor into one’s professional life, and provides teachers involved in the co-teaching process with the opportunity to grow professionally and personally. The examples of the benefits related to educational organization would be an enhanced sense of community within general education classrooms, fewer referrals for special education services, and parents’ satisfaction.   

The review of the existing literature on co-teaching suggested that not every student eligible for special education needs to be placed in a co-taught classroom. For example, some students may benefit more from the intensive supports of the “pull-out” model, whereby students with special needs receive specialized instruction from a special educator away from the general education classroom, while others may require time in a self-contained classroom in addition to attending a co-taught classroom. The literature is unclear as to which students should be considered for a co-taught classroom, but there is significant reference to students with mild-to-moderate disabilities. 

The literature is also not unified in terms of scheduling students into a co-taught classroom and avoiding an imbalance of students with unique learning needs in the general education classroom. Some authors suggested that the percentage of students with disabilities should be below one-quarter in elementary classes and one-third in middle and high school classes, while others stated that effective co-taught classes are made up of no more than 25-30 percent of students with disabilities. Some authors reported that a class should comprise only about 10 percent of the total class enrolment.   

The authors of the meta-analysis of co-teaching research, Murawski and Swanson (2001), concluded that the limited available data suggested that co-teaching has a potential for a positive impact in student achievement. However, for co-teaching to be considered a valid service delivery option more rigorous quantitative data collected through experimental research must be provided. 

Minister’s Review of Services for Students with Special Needs, Nova Scotia

The main purpose of the review of services for students with special needs conducted in Nova Scotia (2007) was to determine whether the funding provided by the Department of Education has resulted in the intended outcome.70 Furthermore, the review aimed at making recommendations for improvement of current initiatives, and at identifying new programs with more effective educational practices for students with special needs. 
In order to achieve these goals, consultations were held across the province with the general public, elected school board members, and school board senior staff. In addition, the survey was distributed at public consultations, was made available on the review website, and distributed to principals across the province electronically. Response to the survey and written submissions were received via mail, email, and fax. 

The following common themes emerged throughout the consultation process:

· Teacher education programs need to focus more on developing teachers’ skills related to students with special needs, as well as on their knowledge about differentiated instructions, adaptations, Individual Program Plans (IPPs), behavior disorders, syndromes, and various disabilities. 

· Teachers also indicated that they need more time to develop and implement appropriate programming for students with special needs, including consultation opportunities with parents and educational staff, and preparing IPPs.

· Teacher assistants indicated that they need increased training and resources in the specific types of special needs that they deal with in the classroom. They also indicated that they need to be more involved in IPP meetings with parents and staff, that more teacher assistants should be hired, and their positions should be 100% (not 80% or less as many currently are).

· Many respondents indicated that integrating every student with special needs in the classroom has not been successful and that inclusion works better at the elementary school level, but less so as learners move into junior and senior high schools. Many respondents suggested that students with special needs should be grouped together for academic subjects, such as mathematics, science, social science, etc.

· Hiring more specialists, such as speech-language pathologists, psychologists, occupational therapists, and Autism and Down syndrome specialists would help reduce the waiting time for assessments and treatment. Concerns were expressed in terms of recruitment and retention of speech-language pathologists and psychologists, especially in rural areas of the province.

· More support and assistance need to be given to children with learning disabilities, especially to students with mild or moderate learning disabilities.

· More partnerships and programs are needed to address the transition of students with special needs from the school to the community. Curriculum needs to focus on preparing students with special needs for independent living. 

· Smaller class sizes and supports for class composition are required to properly manage a classroom.

· Gifted students are not receiving enough attention and are not challenged to their full potential.

· The Department of Education needs to work more closely with the departments of Community Services, Education, Health, and Justice. Interagency co-operation and funding must be looked at to address deficiencies in the system.

The survey results and the themes emerged from the written submissions echoed the main common themes identified through the consultation process.

The main recommendations based on the review results addressed the need for the Department of Education to ensure that there is additional training for teachers and administrators on best practices in supporting students with special needs, along with adequate funding for assessment and early intervention.  

The MacKay Report on Inclusive Education: Inclusive Education and Reasonable Expectations, New Brunswick

Wayne MacKay, a law professor at Dalhousie University, was commissioned in November 2004 to study the entire range of programs and services related to New Brunswick's inclusive education system. The study is a component of the Quality Learning Agenda, and part of the government's ongoing commitment in addressing the issue of classroom composition.49
The report included the analysis of other inclusion studies conducted across Canada, the analysis of the model of integrated service delivery, and the review of professional development and training in various provinces. The conclusion was that all provinces are struggling with similar challenges with respect to inclusion and meeting the needs of students with challenges. Saskatchewan, with its Schoolplus model emerged as a leader in the area of integrated service delivery. The need for adequate funding and the importance of ongoing dialogue at all levels were dominant themes regarding the integrated service delivery model. In addition, the importance of proper training and professional development was emphasized. 
The report also included an account of the public consultations conducted across the province. Consultations were held in large cities, rural areas, and in Aboriginal communities, and were done in both official languages.  

The consultations were organized around the five major components of the review and the report came from the major themes that emerged from consultations sessions:

1. Elements of a policy statement on inclusion

2. Working definition of exceptional students

3. A new service delivery model

4. Standards/accountability framework

5. Proposed funding model

Elements of a policy statement of inclusion

Although inclusion is accepted as the appropriate model of education for New Brunswick, there is no single, clear statement of the meaning of education and inclusive education in the province. Class composition and frustration and burnout on the part of teachers, school personnel, and school administrators related to it is one of the most critical issues in the education system in New Brunswick. Gifted students and those “in the middle” were identified as being poorly served. The school principal was identified as a key player in the implementation of inclusive education. Good communication among all parties was identified as one of the most important ingredients necessary for inclusive education.

Working definition of exceptional students

A definition of “exceptional” in the Education Act is associated with educational delay and makes it difficult to describe the rest of the students in an acceptable way. Therefore, the purpose and implications of this term need to be examined. 

A new service delivery model

Major concerns were expressed about the lack of resources to meet the needs of students, the current role of teacher assistants, the lack of access to professional support from departments (e.g., social workers, psychologists), of adequate training for teachers and school leaders, as well as of interdepartmental administrative structure to deliver integrated services. New Brunswick’s Support Services to Education Agreement, is not effective in delivering integrated services, and should be replaced. An implementation model where authority is shared among departments and services are student centered, collaborative and interdisciplinary is more likely to be effective model of the integrated service to students. Moreover, having properly trained professionals, skilled and highly qualified people at all levels in the system, and well coordinated roles were recognized as key components of successfully implementing inclusive education. 

Standards/accountability framework

Some of the most frequently cited indicators of successful inclusive education system were student, parent and school personnel satisfaction, drop out, retention and suspension rates, as well as rates of students not included in regular classes, measures of competency, autonomy and independence of students, post school employment, opportunity and outcome. An inclusive education system should be evaluated within an inclusive and flexible accountability framework. Therefore, it is important in setting the indicators for inclusive education to go beyond academic standards of literacy and numeracy and include social skills, good citizenship, caring attitudes, tolerance, and the value of diversity. In order to improve accountability the following needs were recognized: a need for ongoing and uniform personnel evaluations; a need to improve student evaluation without adding time-consuming and useless form filling and red tape; and, a need to ensure that Departmental policies are implemented at the district and school levels. Accountability must also apply at the highest level of the education system – the Ministry of Education. 

Proposed funding model

Currently the distribution of resources to fund services for students with disabilities in New Brunswick follows a “census” or “global” funding mechanism. This means that all districts receive an equal amount of special education funding based on the number of students in the district. However, since some districts have a higher proportion of students with special needs they must service those needs with fewer resources. During the consultation process this funding model was described as a reactionary and “band-aid” approach to service provision. A need to find some form of hybrid model between a strict census and categorical model of funding was recognized. An inter-departmental approach was also identified as the way to develop this new funding model. 

The author of the report concluded that the New Brunswick education system is under considerable stress and greatly needs enhancement to adjust to the many different learning styles that children bring to the classroom. He developed 95 recommendations to ensure quality education for all New Brunswick students. 

Special Education Transformation: The report of the Co-Chairs with the Recommendations of the Working Table on Special Education, Ontario

The Working Table on Special Education was established by the former Minister of Education in Ontario in 2005 to look at how program policy, funding, and accountability at the school, board, and ministry levels might best be changed to support a system for special education that aligns with the government’s overall strategic goals. The Working Table brought together representatives from the education community including educators, administrators, parents, special education support staff and students. The participants were nominated by major stakeholder groups, including a number of parent organizations. 

The Working Table members developed a vision for special education programs and services and the changes that would be needed in education to support the wide range of students with diverse learning needs in Ontario.71 

The Working Table identified the following critical issues that must be addressed in order to achieve the desired transformation of special education:

· Student Success and Access to curriculum – The regular classroom should continue to be the placement of first choice but a range of placements that are duration-specific, intervention-focused, and regularly reviewed, may at times be necessary for practical reasons. 

· Professional development – Capacity of all staff to educate a wider range of learners, should be increased through ongoing high-quality and evidence-based professional development.  

· Identification and Support Options – The balance between the focus on learning and the need for appropriate processes, documentation, and accountability should be improved through hiring personnel with expertise in curriculum support and coordinated community resources available to the classroom teacher and through developing the Individual Education Plan (IEP) in a timely manner.  

· Service Integration – Capacity to build more cooperative connections between schools, agencies, and families of children with special needs should be developed through service integration and coordination across all ministries, school boards, various professionals, and service and community agencies.

· Parent Collaboration – Collaborative relationships between educators and parents should be enhanced and conflict in the system reduced by engaging parents in a culturally sensitive manner, with clear expectations, roles and respect.

· Accountability and Reporting – The balance between the focus on learning and the need for appropriate processes, documentation, and accountability should be improved through ensuring that The Standards for School Board’s Special Education Plans (2000) align with and complement other school and board improvement plans; through ensuring that the plan sets targets and reports on the year-over-year improvements in terms of implementation and attainment of IEP expectations, and levels of parent and student satisfaction with special education processes. 

· Research – Capacity of all staff to educate a wider range of learners should be increased through using the results of research initiatives to capture effective practices and programming strategies, to model effective and innovative practice, establish centres of excellence, and share knowledge within the system. 

· Special Education Funding Allocation – The balance between the focus on learning and the need for appropriate processes, documentation and accountability should be improved through the funding model that ensure stability and predictability for boards so that they may plan program and service delivery for their students. 
Members of the Working Table explored a number of program policy and funding models used in other jurisdictions and have concluded that no ideal model currently exists. They suggested that building capacity through the enhancement of the knowledge base of educational professionals across the province, will lead to improved practice and improved educational outcomes for all students. 

APPENDIX C: Recommendations - the CANADIAN BRAILLE AUTHORITY STUDY
These following recommendations have been derived from the analysis of the responses received from the Canadian Braille Authority (CBA) study:

1.
Qualified TVI (TVI) should be responsible for providing daily instruction in braille literacy for students who use braille. The classroom teacher should have a working knowledge of braille and be actively involved in literacy instruction for students who are blind or visually impaired. The role of the paraprofessional, if one is assigned to support the classroom teacher who has a student who uses braille, is to work collaboratively with the classroom teacher and the TVI to support braille literacy instruction through production of learning materials, monitoring practice of literacy skills, and assisting with interpretation of the braille code.

2.
The present shortage of qualified TVIs continues to negatively affect access to braille literacy instruction in the inclusive school setting. Ministries of Education from all provinces need to work collaboratively to find solutions to this ongoing shortcoming in programs across Canada.

3.
Students who read braille should have braille copies of the same textbooks, teacher-prepared materials and recreational reading materials as their peers who are sighted. These should be provided at the same time as those of their peers who are sighted. As well, braille readers need to have access to reading materials on topics in which they are interested and those which will foster participation with their peers. Equal access to instructional materials in braille should also be provided at the post-secondary level.

4.
Braille literacy instruction for rural students who use braille must comply with the same standards for quality and frequency of service as that provided to students living in urban areas.

5.
Braille literacy instruction is an ongoing process. In order to respond to the changing development and needs of the braille reader, literacy instruction by a qualified TVI should begin in the preschool years and continue until high school graduation.

6.
The application of braille literacy skills to functional activities in the home and community requires formal instruction by a qualified TVI.

7.
Students who use braille must be provided with assistive technology which supports the development and advancement of braille literacy. This technology must be up-to-date and provided in a timely sequence. 

APPENDIX D: Access to Literacy Instruction for Students who are Blind or Visually Impaired
Recommendations

1. Each student’s educational team, including parents and teachers, should base the decision to use braille, print, or both braille and print on the documented needs of each individual student. 

2. Students with visual impairments at every age level should receive a comprehensive examination of their literacy needs and skills through a yearly learning media assessment.  

3. Children with visual impairments who use print as their primary learning medium should receive the same individualized instruction from a qualified teacher of students who are blind or visually impaired to address the skills of the expanded core curriculum, including literacy instruction, as do students who use braille or braille and print simultaneously. 

4. Adopt a broadened concept of literacy to address the assessed needs of students who are blind or visually impaired with additional disabilities.  

5. Provide intense, direct, ongoing, individualized instruction to all children who are blind or visually impaired during the early elementary years through a qualified teacher of students with visual impairments.  

6. Programming for literacy instruction for all children who are blind or visually impaired should be designed and provided by a qualified teacher of students who are blind or visually impaired.  

7. Children who use braille as their primary learning medium and those who use braille in addition to print, should have access to the same literacy programs, materials and resources as do their classmates who are sighted and this access should be at the same time as that of their peers.  

8. Parents must be involved in both supporting their child’s development of literacy and in the identification and choice of learning media.  

9. Provincial Ministries of Education should develop and maintain statistics reflecting the incidence of blindness and visual impairment among their school-age population.  

10. People who are in leadership positions in the education of children who are blind or visually impaired in Canada must become advocates for the implementation of formal assessment procedures, routine monitoring, and resource support for literacy instruction for students across the country.  

11. The caseloads assigned to teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired should be determined by using a formal caseload analysis which considers the needs of the students, the direct instruction required for each student, preparation time, travel time, related duties such as classroom teacher and parent consultation, organizational and administrative responsibilities, and time for participation in continuing professional development.  

12. The number of qualified teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired should be increased through government support of preservice programs designed to prepare these professionals.  

13. Children who are blind or visually impaired should receive assistive technology that meets their individual literacy needs as determined by an assistive technology assessment.  

14. Teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired should meet the criteria for certification of regular education teachers in addition to the completion of a recognized teacher preparation program for teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired.  

15. Participation in professional development must be considered compulsory for teachers of students who are blind or visually impaired.  

16. Provincial Ministries of Education should develop a process to routinely assess the development of literacy skills for students who are blind or visually impaired.  
17. Organizations and agencies involved in the learning and development of children and youth who are blind or visually impaired must make a commitment to work collaboratively and in partnership with one another to ensure services available are comprehensive, timely, of high quality, and provided by those qualified in the education of students who are blind or visually impaired.

18. Canadian researchers should be encouraged and supported to conduct research designed to answer key questions related to the development of literacy skills and the efficacy of service delivery options.  

19. Guidelines and standards of practice for the delivery of appropriate, high-quality preschool and educational programs to all children and youth who are blind or visually impaired, including those with additional disabilities, need to be established across Canada.  Canada needs a national voice to speak on behalf of the education of children who are blind or visually impaired. 
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Appendix F: Interview Guide 

Research on Education Models for Providing Supports and Services to Students With Vision Loss in canada

1) Who provides supports and services to students with vision loss in your province/territory?

Probes: What type of services and supports does each of these professional groups provide? Who holds primary responsibility for providing supports and services to students with vision loss in your province/territory?

2) How are students with vision loss in your province supported in attaining disability specific skills, such as orientation and mobility, braille, technology, visual efficiency, etc.? 

Probes: Who provides this support and how often? How is the level of support determined? What factors determine the level and type of the support? 

3) How are student with vision loss in your province/territory supported in attaining the K-12 curriculum? 

Probes: Are they in inclusive, congregated or special school setting? How is the type of support determined?

4) How are children with vision loss in age range from birth to five supported? 

Probes: Who provides support to them? How is the level of support determined? 

5) Are there education policies that regulate provision of supports and services to students with vision loss in your province/territory? What specifically do these policies state about the type and level of services that must be in place for a student with vision loss?

6) Who pays for supports and services for students with vision loss in your province/territory?

Probes: How is the funding located (are these resources provincial or local)? Are they provided by education, or health, or both? 

7) How do students with vision loss access materials/resources in alternate format in your province/territory? 

Probes: Are these resources provided at the provincial and/or local school jurisdiction level? How are they paid for? 

8) How are assistive technology needs of students with vision loss determined? How are they supported?

9) Are there differences between rural and urban areas in terms of supports and services for students with vision loss in your province/territory? Please describe these. 

10) How would you describe the major strengths of the existing services and supports for students with vision loss in your province/territory?

11) How would you describe the major weaknesses?

12) What should be done to improve existing services and supports for students with vision loss in your province/territory?

13) Are you aware of any other service and support models for students with vision loss that you would consider efficient and successful?

14) Have you conducted any outcomes research as to the success of your students who are living with vision loss in achieving the curriculum of studies, or the achievement of disability specific skills that might speak to the success of the model of service delivery in your province?

APPENDIX G: Glossary of Terms
 used in the field of education of children with vision loss
Accommodation Changes to the curriculum that make the curriculum more accessible - the academic expectations/standards for the child have not changed.

Assessment The process through which present educational needs and skill levels of the student are determined.

Assistive technology Equipment used to help students compensate for the loss of vision or a visual impairment such as speech, braille, and large-print devices that enable a student to use a personal computer and software programs.

Braille A system of raised dots based on a structure of cells that enables functionally blind persons to read and write.

Core curriculum The general education curriculum that all students are expected to master, including language arts, science, mathematics, and social studies. 

Expanded core curriculum A set of skills that is disability-specific to assist the student who is visually impaired with becoming independent. The expanded core curriculum includes eight areas of instruction: visual efficiency skills, compensatory or functional academic skills (including communication modes), O&M, social skills, independent living skills, recreation and leisure skills, career education, and technology skills.

Functional vision The ability to use vision in planning and performing a task.

Functional vision assessment (FVA) Assesses how a student uses his/her vision in a variety of tasks and settings, including measures of near and distance vision; visual fields; eye movements; and responses to specific environmental characteristics, such as light and color. The assessment report includes recommendations for instructional procedures, modifications or adaptations, and additional tests. 

Inclusion A philosophy that promotes the placement of a student with a disability in the regular classroom for all or part of the school day , every day, in his/her neighborhood school with age-appropriate peers. Services and supports are brought to the child whenever possible so that limited time is spent away from the regular classroom setting.

Independent living skills Skills for performing daily tasks and managing personal needs, such as those for self-care, planning and cooking meals, maintaining a sanitary living environment, traveling independently, budgeting one’s expenses, and functioning as independently as possible in the home and in the community.

Individual education plan (IEP) An IEP (also referred to as an Individual Program Plan [IPP], Individual Support Services Plan [ISSP], or a Personal Program Plan [PPP]) is an official document that addresses the unique educational needs of a child with a disability that also includes measurable goals and strategies that will be used to teach that child.

Integration A broad term, which refers to the opportunities for a student to participate in school and/or general education activities/subjects where capable. The rest of the day is usually spent in a resource room or specialized classroom. 

Itinerant vision teacher also referred to as a teacher of the visually impaired (TVI) A teacher with specialized training and certification in the education of children who are visually impaired who travels from one school to another to work with children who are educated in local schools. He/she provides direct teaching to the child (braille, adaptive technology) and the school-based consultation with the classroom teacher, with parents and students, and with district and community resource personnel.

Least restrictive environment Placement of a child with a disability in a classroom environment that is adapted only to the extent necessary to maximize learning.

Learning media assessment (LMA) Usually conducted by a vision teacher, an LMA examines the child’s use of sensory information (auditory, visual, tactile). Typically, the LMA helps determine the student’s primary and secondary literacy media (e.g., braille, large print, or a combination of both) and the student’s primary and secondary learning media (e.g., auditory, tactile).

Legal blindness A visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better eye after best correction (i.e., with glasses or contact lenses) and/or a visual field of less than 20 degrees from central fixation. 

Low vision A visual impairment after correction, but with the potential for use of available vision, with or without optical or nonoptical compensatory visual strategies, devices, and environmental modification, to plan and perform daily tasks. 

Low vision device A type of optical or nonoptical device used to enhance the visual capability of persons with visual impairments. Low vision devices range from bold-line felt-tip markers to magnifiers and telescopes. 

Modification Changes to the educational program and/or curriculum expectations that make it different from the “regular” class/grade.

Nemeth code A braille code system designed for use in science and mathematics. 

Orientation and mobility (O&M) The field dealing with systematic techniques by which persons who are blind or visually impaired orient themselves to their environments and move about independently, with or without a white cane.  

Residential school for the blind A school setting whose curriculum is designed to educate only children who are visually impaired. Overnight accommodations are available for children who do not live in the area. Some residential schools may not have kindergarten residential placements available.

Resource room A special education classroom located within a regular school that the child who is visually impaired may spend a portion of each day in.

Visual efficiency The extent to which available vision is used effectively. The degree to which specific visual tasks can be performed with ease, comfort, and minimum time, contingent on personal and environmental variables.  

Visual field The area that can be seen when looking straight ahead, measured in degrees from the fixation point. 

Visual impairment Any degree of vision loss that affects an individual’s ability to perform the tasks of daily life. Visual impairment cannot be completely corrected with eyeglasses or contact lenses. 

Visual skills training A program implemented by a vision teacher that focuses on specific visual skills such as visual attention, visual-motor skills, visual discrimination skills, and visual tracking and tracing skills (to name a few).

Visual stimulation A program implemented by a vision teacher that focuses on encouraging children who are severely visually impaired to react to light and/or movement, and to respond to visual information in the environment.
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� The Participation and Activity Limitation Survey (PALS) is a post-censual survey that collects information about persons with disabilities whose everyday activities are limited because of a health-related condition or problem. The most recent survey took place between November 2006 and February 2007. PALS is funded by Human Resources and Social Development Canada (HRSDC).8 





( PPM 76C is a policy/program memorandum in Ontario which outlines the educational programs and services offered by school boards that are an alternative to the Provincial Schools.  School boards are encouraged to discuss placement options, including placement in Provincial Schools, with students and their parents.





� The Glossary is based on two resources:


Gold, D. & Tait, A. (Eds.) 9, A Strong Beginning: A sourcebook for Health and Education Professionals Working with Young Children who are Visually Impaired or Blind. CNIB. Toronto. Ontario. Canada.


Koenig, A. J. & Holbrook, M. C (Eds.) (2000). Foundations of education: Second Edition: Instructional strategies for teaching children and youths with visual impairments. American Foundation for the Blind, New York.
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