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In 2016, Catholic Education South Australia participated in a state-wide campaign to raise the 
collective profile of Catholic schools. The motto, ‘where ever child matters’”, was an opportunity 
to remind those in the Catholic community that ‘every child is held in God’s infinite tenderness 
and God is present in each of their lives’ (Evangelii Gaudium, 2013. No 274). Each CESA 
school was provided two ‘where every child matters’ signs to display in prominent on-site 
positions, such as the school’s fence.  
 
I believe most, if not all, educators would agree that no matter the education system, Catholic, 
Independent or Government, the motto ‘where ever child matters’ is universal. What happens 
when a school community extends a warm welcome to their first-ever blind student? A full 
Braille user, who is also a dual-enrolment, spending 3 days at a Catholic primary school and 2 
days at a specialist government school for vision impaired students. How can the Catholic 
school ensure that a motto, that envelopes both faith and educational needs, translates into 
relevant, appropriate and inclusive educational practices and learning experiences resulting in 
genuine progress for this one vision impaired student?  
 
The South Pacific Educators in Vision Impairment (SPEVI) conference in Adelaide (12-15 
January 2020) provided many opportunities for delegates, like myself, to hear from local, 
national and international experts on VI education.  
 
Professor Mike McLinden, University of Birmingham, is the Deputy Head of the School of 
Education (Programme Lead – Vision Impairment). Professor McLinden’s professional role 
includes his concern for the inclusion of children and young people with special educational 
needs and disabilities, especially vision impairment. I was particularly absorbed by his keynote 
speeches; his ability to articulate some of my own and other educators concerns, and provide a 
direction for us all to maximise students’ progress was captivating.  
 
A major focus of discussion was the need to focus on developing VI students’ personal agency 
– taking ownership of their own learning journey, in conjunction with access to appropriate 
resources. How can this be achieved in a school community with no previous experience with 
students who have vision impairment?  
 
What I believe needs to occur in my workplace is to find a balance between supporting the 
student’s access to education while still encouraging their ownership of their own learning 
journey.  
 

• Equal access to education – ‘Access to Learning’  
• Developing personal agency – ‘Learning to access’.  
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‘Access to Learning’  
 

• Inclusive practice (eg peer training, environmental audits)  
• Access strategies (eg time accommodations, large print, models)  
• Targeted curriculum interventions (eg literacy)  
• Specialised teaching support  

 
‘Learning to access’  
 

• Mobility  
• Independent living skills  
• Access technology  
• Low vision training  
• Social emotional functioning/self advocacy  
• Braille literacy  

 
I believe that my school community would benefit by the whole staff community, not just the 
student’s year level teacher, participating in specialised VI education training.  
 

 Whether it be the class teacher, a teacher on yard duty, the specialist teachers (Art, PE, 
Music), curriculum or administration support staff; all these people will come into contact 
with the VI student at some stage, and a consistent approach is imperative to ensure the 
student’s learning is progressing, as well as understanding the importance of the student 
developing their personal agency.  
 

 This training can be both formal and informal.  
 

I would be very happy to provide informal sessions during a pupil-free day that all staff would 
attend.  
 
My focus would address the aspects of the student’s:  

• functional vision and comparing it with a sighted student’s, using tools such as glasses 
that mimic certain eye conditions and vision loss. Giving all staff actual personal 
experience of ‘how much’ the student can actually see is, in my opinion, more likely to 
create genuine empathy for their needs. This can easily be done using vision resources 
from SASVI.  
 

• mobility and need for staff to allow the student to “fail in order to succeed”, rather than 
saving them and assisting them with their mobility around the school. This can be hard 
for some staff that feel that the student needs “help” to succeed all the time.  

 
• expectations of themselves – the need for all staff to have high expectations of not only 

the student’s academic ability but personal agency.  
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• Teaching staff, both class AND specialist teachers, should participate in formal training, 
facilitated by VI specialists; in this case, from SA School for Vision Impaired (SASVI). 
This training should occur before the beginning of each year (ideally toward the end of 
Term 4) so that teaching staff can then have time to adequately prepare for the coming 
year.  

 
Training could focus on:  
 

 appropriate methodologies that will benefit the VI student (and incidentally all students)  

 current and appropriate technologies that the student should use for ease of access (ie 

BrailleNote, Victor Reader, CCTV, magnifiers, tactiles), leading to increased personal 

agency  

 the need to take into account time taken for the student to complete work, and the 

required differentiation to content needed  

 the need to incorporate specialist support staff contributions in daily work 

 the non-negotiable need for the student to access content in Braille and tactile formats 

daily and regularly, especially due to the lack of regular incidental reading a VI student 

completes compared to a sighted student 

 programming of content and assessment plans, formative and summative assessment 

tasks well in advance to allow a reasonable timeline for work to be translated into Braille, 

either by myself (specialist support staff) or Accessible Format Production (AFP) at 

SASVI 

 the importance of the student’s personal agency and how a school-wide consistent 

approach will support the student to progress at an appropriate pace to their skill level 

 “coachable” moments with staff – have they ever seen a braille embosser, Perkins, for 

non-VI staff, being included in the programming of in-house professional learning 

 the need for and ensuring the training of backup teachers/SSOs who have VI skills  

 investing in outside agencies that specialise in vision impairment to provide inhouse 

professional learning (including RSB, Guide Dogs, Blind Sports SA, to name a few). Not 

just investing money but time to access these opportunities.  
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The balance between ‘Access to Learning’ and ‘Learning to Access’ was presented in a simple 
yet powerful diagram (below), provided by Professor McLinden.  
 
 

 
 
The amount the teacher directly provides access to learning is inversely proportional to the 
student’s personal agency – Increased student independence as the student journeys along 
their development timeline (which may or may not be age appropriate, but is appropriate for 
them), with a decrease in teacher-directed access.  
 
The above suggestions should not be exclusively directed to all staff within my school. A whole 
school approach should also include the VI student’s peers – class peers/school cohort.  
 
As a specialist VI education support officer, I would recommend leadership consider:  
 

• VI training programmes for all students, add-on to a wellbeing/pastoral care/religious 
education programme, which could include Orientation & Mobility training, beginning 
Braille skills  

• Expanded core curriculum imbedded into lunchtime programmes, homework 
sessions where all students were welcome.  

• Individual and group programs/class visits, such as popular external agencies (ie 
Guide Dogs), occupational therapists, gym programme, functional cooking  

• Increased visibility around the school – inducting classes, year levels, presence in 
the school and informing the whole community  
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Professor McLinden concluded with a number of educational memes. I couldn’t but help relate 
to the one below.  
 

 
The overwhelming focus of the whole SPEVI conference was the need to ‘not focus on the 
deficit’. For some educators, this requires a considerable mind-shift.  
 
All students, including those with vision impairment, have a right to access a 21st century 
education on an equitable basis to their peers, to become prepared to live in the 21st century.  
 
I feel very privileged to have had the opportunity to attend the SPEVI conference in January 
2020 due to the generous sponsorship of the TRBSA.  
 
 


