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Students with Vision Loss Initiative 
UPDATE
May 2008 - June 2010
Students with vision loss in Alberta are an extremely heterogeneous and low-incidence group which has complex and unique instructional needs.  They vary in age, degree of vision loss, grade placement and cognitive ability.  School authorities have the responsibility for providing educational programming that will meet their diverse needs.  In November 2007, in answer to concerns raised by stakeholders, the Minister of Education requested a review of the services for students who are blind or visually impaired.  
· The purpose of the review was to determine the long-term outcomes, measures and strategies for an enhanced service delivery model.  
· The Learning Resources Centre (LRC), Special Education Branch and Learner Assessment Branch from Alberta Education were involved in the organization and co-ordination of this review.  
· Consultations were conducted with stakeholder groups. 
· A summary report – Review for Services for Students who are Blind or Visually Impaired, Stakeholder Response and Recommendations – was provided to senior officials of Alberta Education.
In May 2008, Education Minister Dave Hancock announced new funding of $9.3 million over three years to enhance supports for students with vision loss in Alberta through the Students with Vision Loss Initiative (SVLI).  The Minister outlined a number of recommendations with outcomes and measures that would build capacity in Alberta’s education system to better meet the needs of students with vision loss.  
The Students with Vision Loss Initiative has undertaken a number of activities and actions since May 2008, with more activities planned for 2010-11, to support the approved recommendations.  This update outlines these activities and achievements. 

Recommendation One:  Improve student access to teachers of the visually impaired, especially in rural areas.
Activities and Achievements:

· Support to the Vision Resource Centres (local board-run consortia funded, in part, through the SVLI) in Calgary, Lethbridge and Edmonton has resulted in more than 51 professional development opportunities/sessions provided on a variety of topics on education for students with vision loss.  Twenty-five per cent of the participants were from rural jurisdictions.  Sessions were offered in Calgary, Lethbridge, Medicine Hat, Edmonton, Grande Prairie, Red Deer and Stettler. (September 2008 – June 2010)
· Short-term programs for students with vision loss, taught by trained teachers of the visually impaired, were offered at each of the Vision Resource Centers (VRCs).  Over 250 students with vision loss attended programs across the province in Calgary, Edmonton, Lethbridge, Medicine Hat, Stettler and Red Deer.  (September 2008 - June 2010)

· An additional 3.8 FTE teachers of the visually impaired have been hired. (September 2008 – June 2010)
· Support for vision services in the Northern Tier have been enhanced through a video conference pilot project that provides schools with regular consultation from a teacher of the visually impaired (September 2008 – June 2009).  In 2009, a teacher from Grande Prairie was hired as a vision consultant.  Ongoing mentorship and training was provided to this teacher, resulting in increased service hours of over 20 per cent in 2009-2010.

· In partnership with Alberta Children’s Hospital and Alberta Health Services, eight travelling low-vision clinics for children and students were conducted in Medicine Hat, Lethbridge, Red Deer and Grande Prairie. (January 2009 - June 2010)
· SVLI projects were established to develop resources and programs to support students with vision loss achieving educational outcomes.  Projects included: Early Numeracy Literacy Kits; ABCs of Literacy and the Expanded Core Curriculum; Differentiated Literacy Instruction for students with multiple disabilities; Accessible Science – Adapted Labs for high school biology, chemistry and physics; Tech Treks – a project to support student learning in assistive technology and independent living skills; and a research project on accessibility of interactive whiteboards for students with vision loss. (September 2009 – June 2010)
· A Nemeth Code Training Course was offered via video conference to support the training of educational assistants and braille transcribers in transcription of mathematics. (September 2009 – April 2010)

Planned Activities for 2010 – 2011:
· Continued support of the Northern Tier Mentoring Project.
· Summer symposiums will be offered in three locations – Calgary, Edmonton and Grande Prairie – to build the skills of classroom teachers in teaching students with vision loss.
· Four travelling low-vision clinics will be offered in southern Alberta and two to three clinics will be offered in northern Alberta.
· Continued support of SVLI projects – Tech Treks; Accessible Science; Early Numeracy Literacy; interactive white boards.
· Continued support of the Vision Resources Centre programs for professionals and students. 

· Continued collaboration with Setting the Direction work to determine the future model for specialized services delivery to support students with vision loss. 

· To focus on orientation and mobility, stakeholders (CNIB, Provincial Co-ordinator, SVLI, Vision Specialist, LRC, Regional Educational Consulting Services and Family Supports for Children with Disabilities) will be brought together to discuss issues and determine solutions for improved support for orientation and mobility, and a more seamless service for students and their families.

Recommendation Two:  Provide sustainable funding and improve student access to the Special Equipment Loan Service, including training.
Activities and Achievements:

· Approximately, 80 per cent of the students registered with the LRC’s specialized services access the equipment loan service.  Additional funding has eliminated waitlists for student equipment and enabled evergreening. With the added inventory, the student equipment loan service can support students and school authorities’ equitable access to the specialized equipment. 
·  A total of 96 on-line training modules for LRC-loaned equipment have been developed and posted on the Vision Education Alberta website www.vision.alberta.ca.  Training modules are among the most popular features of the website. (April 2009 - June 2010)
· The Student Assistive Technology Advisory Committee was formed to provide advice on the Student Specialized Equipment Loan Service Handbook, as well as advice on future purchases of equipment.  This advisory committee includes representatives from the LRC and the Special Education Branch, as well as education system representatives.  (September 2008 - June 2010)
· Training workshops on assistive technology for teachers, vision specialists, educational assistants, parents and students have been offered at all three Vision Resource Centres.  (September 2008 - June 2010)
· The LRC loaned the Vision Resource Centres $130,000 worth of specialized equipment to support programming. This includes the loan of a portable video conferencing suite to Vision Resource Centre Calgary to support training and capacity-building across the province.  The equipment loaned was also used by the Travelling Low-Vision Clinic for assessment and demonstration purposes.  (May 2008 - June 2010)
Planned Activities for 2010 – 2011:
· Enhancement of the current LRC database to a user web-based automated system will improve the registration process, searching for information on equipment and library holdings; provide a means to distribute information to the field more efficiently; and provide more complete student and school authority information. 
· Development of more on-line training modules for the Vision Education Alberta website will continue. To increase school awareness of the training modules, vision education website bookmarks will be included with school requests for student equipment. 
· The Vision Resource Centres and the Travelling Low Vision Clinic will receive continued support by providing assistive technology for assessment purposes.
Recommendation Three:  Provide accommodations at the development stage for student learning resources and provincial examinations 
(e.g. vision specialist to support students with test-writing needs to have equitable access to exams).
Activities and Achievements:

· A Vision Specialist has been seconded from Parkland School Division to the LRC to support this recommendation.
· The Vision Specialist provided two presentations for Learner Assessment examination managers: one on general awareness of students who are blind or visually impaired and their educational needs and another on the development of scripting notes. (October 2008) 
· The Vision Specialist participated in the review of provincial exams at the development stage and during braille production for accessibility by students who are blind or visually impaired.  This is an on-going practice for provincial achievement exams and diploma exams. A total of 38 provincial examinations were reviewed. This enables full participation by students in the Grades 3, 6 and 9 Provincial Achievement Tests and Grade 12 Diploma Exams.  Staff in the Learning Resources Centre continues to work closely with Learner Assessment staff on improving accessibility for all provincial examinations. (September 2008 - June 2010)
· The Provincial Co-ordinator and Vision Specialist are participants in the Accessible Resources Working Group (a working group of Alberta Education).
· The Provincial Co-ordinator sits on the Implementation Supports Committee of the Alberta School Library Initiative to bring expertise and advice on accessibility issues as they relate to school libraries. (June 2010)
Planned Activities for 2010 – 2011:
· The Vision Specialist will continue to review Achievement Tests and Diploma Exams prior to production to address accessibility issues for students who write braille, large print or audio versions of the materials.
· The Provincial Co-ordinator will continue to work with the Implementation Supports Committee of the School Library Initiative. 
Recommendation Four – Improve students’ timely access to learning resources in alternate format.
Activities and Achievements:

· The LRC undertook a review of its Braille Services to identify efficiencies (September - December 2008) and upgraded braille production equipment optimizing production capability. (January 2009)
· Braille transcribers have been hired on a three-year contract basis. This has reduced administration and built braille production capacity. (Spring 2009)
· The LRC Braille Services staff conducted two training workshops for braille transcribers in February 2009 and February 2010.
· The LRC ‘s Braille and Large Print Services initiated alternate format production of student authorized resources in anticipation of school requests.  An additional benefit was been improved forecasting in production demands.
· Vision Resource Centres and the Wetaskiwin Public School Division were supported to provide locally authorized and unauthorized resources in alternate format. (September 2008 - June 2010)
· Vision Resources Centres in Calgary, Lethbridge and Edmonton offered workshops on braille production, CorelDRAW and Duxbury braille translation software. (September 2009 - June 2010)
· The Digital Textbook Repository for Students with Special Education Needs was used widely by students with vision loss to access basic student resources (Grade 4-12) in digital format.
· CBC radio, in May 2009, reported increased satisfaction among students and parents for access to resources in alternate format.
Planned Activities for 2010 – 2011:
· Vision Resources Centres and Wetaskiwin Public School Division will continue to support the production of locally authorized resources particularly in those districts with limited capacity to produce their own resources.

· The Braille Code transcription course offered by Calgary Board of Education will be made available provincewide via distance education. 

· Undertake the development of a system that would allow more efficient sharing of alternate unauthorized format resources produced by school jurisdictions and Vision Resource Centres.

· LRC staff, in partnership with VRC North, will provide the expertise for workshops designed to increase capacity in school jurisdictions for the production of tactile diagrams, using CorelDRAW.

· With the current updates for revised and new curriculum resources resulting in fewer changes to resources, LRC Braille production staff may have the capacity to move beyond the production of Alberta Education curriculum resources that have “Basic” status in the Alberta Education Authorized Resource Database to the next level in the production priority hierarchy, those resources that have “Support” status.  Materials in literary braille may also be considered providing staff and/or braille contractor availability. 
· Complete the LRC Alternate Format Services review.
Recommendation Five:  Establish a provincial co-ordinator position to build capacity in the education system. 
Activities and Achievements:

· A Provincial Co-ordinator position was established in September 2008 and has accomplished the following:
· Established a Provincial Advisory Committee that includes stakeholders and Alberta Education representatives. (October 2008)
· Chaired regular meetings (at least two per year in Calgary and Edmonton)  with professionals (i.e., individuals, agencies, school districts and post‑secondary institutions) providing services to students with vision loss.
· Co-ordinated and facilitated collaboration of the work of the Vision Resource Centres.  (September 2008 - June 2010)
· Co-ordinated the development of the Vision Education Alberta website (www.vision.alberta.ca), which provides resources, information and learning tools to build the capacity of students with vision loss, their learning teams and parents.  This website is continually updated and enhanced. (April 2009)

· Worked in partnership with Alberta Children’s Hospital to establish the Travelling Low Vision Clinic for Children pilot project.  Eight clinics were held.  (January 2009 - June 2010)

· Co-ordinated provincial training opportunities to bring vision loss experts to support training for learning teams in Alberta.  They included Dr. Christine Roman, Cortical Visual Impairment (April 2010) and Dr. Dennis Fauntin, Accessible Science for Students who are Blind or Visually Impaired.  (April 2009) 
· Organized the Canadian Vision Teachers’ Conference, held for the first time in Alberta.  This conference featured national and international speakers, and session handouts were posted on the Vision Education Alberta website.  (October 2009)
Planned Activities for 2010 – 2011:
· Co-ordinate the Classroom Teachers’ Summer Symposiums in Calgary, Edmonton and Grande Prairie. These symposiums are designed to build the capacity of regular classroom teachers in meeting the needs of students with vision loss. (completed as of August 27, 2010) 
· Leadership will be available for the development of travelling low-vision clinics in the northern area of the province.  
· New resources and sections will be added to the Vision Education Alberta website.  They will include a link to resources for classroom teachers and a discussion board where teachers can post questions, share ideas and offer solutions to issues around education for students with vision loss. 

· School authorities will continue to be supported through the Vision Resource Centres and the Students with Vision Loss Initiative projects. 

· Leadership will be provided for collaboration with stakeholders of the vision community.
· The work of Setting the Direction will be supported by sharing lessons learned that will support an inclusive education system. 

· A transition plan will be developed for the completion of the initiative in March 2011. 
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