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SPEVI Conference 2020 – Teacher’s Registration Board Sponsorship Report. 

Thank you so much for the opportunity to participate in the SPEVI 2020 Conference – Creating 

a Clear Vision for the Future conference. It was a wonderful opportunity to network with and 

learn from specialist vision impairment educators and other service providers from around 

Australia and the world – New Zealand, the United Kingdom and Fiji in particular. As an 

educator in a special unit within a mainstream setting it can be easy to lose sight of the ‘big 

picture’ of some of the specialisations within special education and just focus on those children 

in your care. This opportunity has allowed me to broaden my understanding, reflect on my 

practice and begin to plan and consider the how, what and why of what I am doing within a 

much deeper context. 

Professor Mike McLinden from the University of Birmingham delivered two keynotes that had 

relevance not only for students with vision impairment but all children. Entitled: Vision 

Impairment Education: Examining what ‘matters’ and what ‘works’ in our field, he described a 

model for teaching and learning based on three key concepts: access, balance and agency. 

Professor McLinden discussed the reduced opportunities that students with vision impairment 

have to acquire incidental information, the limitations on the quality and quantity of information 

available to them and the challenges this poses to accessing curriculum and also the range and 

quality of experiences.  He discussed that in order to offer equal access to education the notion 

of developing personal agency is essential, and it is based on this that he, together with 

colleague Graeme Douglas, developed their dual access model: Access to Learning/Learning to 

Access. Using these principles to inform the advice we provide to families and others, the 

interventions we plan, goals we set and the pedagogies we use will be instrumental in the 

quality of education we can provide to learners with vision impairment. 

Professor McLinden also spoke about the Rapid Evidence Assessment that was conducted into 

the effectiveness of educational interventions to support children and young people with vision 

impairment, and highlighted that although this review of the research literature showed strong 

evidence of need, there was low evidence of effectiveness of these interventions. This is not to 

suggest that interventions are not effective but that there has been limited action research and 

documentation. This was an excellent point for the second of his keynotes: Vision Impairment 

Education: What should we do as a field? Creating a clear vision of the role of the specialist 

educator in a complex and changing world. The term ‘agents of change’ is how specialists in 

vision impairment were described. That teachers/specialists needed to problem-solve, gather 

the evidence needed and use the dual access model to frame that evidence in order to maintain 

and promote the value of the specialist knowledge was a key theme. Although not a specialist 

vision impairment teacher, I found these keynotes inspiring and am looking forward to 

embedding this model and philosophy into my teaching practice, and sharing with colleagues 

within my setting and partnership – as a teacher and leader in my special education setting I  
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can’t underestimate the power that I have over the outcomes of the students in my care. This 

was a thought provoking, empowering and practice enhancing series of presentations. 

It was fascinating to listen to Emily White in her sessions Making informed decisions for 

planning and teaching digital literacy capability for students with multiple disabilities and vision 

impairment: Investigating the validity of the new digital literacy learning progression, and 

Targeted digital literacy teaching strategies for students with multiple disabilities and vision 

impairment: Combining teacher expertise with research-based evidence. The sessions were 

complementary, and Emily spoke about the process for developing the digital literacy band of 

the ABLES/SWANNS learning progression.  

The theme of her sessions were that: 

 We need to learn to use something before we can use it for a purpose, and 

 The differences are not in how children learn but in how we teach them. 

And for these reasons it is imperative that we have an evidence based learning progression. 

Emily shared some strategies for using this progression to set goals for students with vision 

impairment, and to document identified strategies to help students progress. She also 

highlighted the importance of using stages, not ages, when planning for student learning. 

A common thread between this keynote and Professor McLinden’s was the lack of evidence 

based research, reinforcing the need for specialist educators to operate as research-

practitioners (again, not a lack of knowledge or expertise). 

Although Emily’s keynote A Clear vision for understanding and mapping braille literacy referred 

particularly to that area of learning, her key messages were reflective of the themes she had 

addressed in her previous sessions and can be described as best teaching practice: 

understanding student abilities, set goals which reflect high and realistic expectations, plan for 

targeted learning, track learning and growth, identify what is and isn’t working and recognise 

and celebrate success – and DEMONSTRATE our IMPACT, building on the evidence base for 

the strategies and interventions that we use. She spoke of the value and impact of the expertise 

that specialist educators already have, and reminded us that we need to know not only what a 

child can see but also what they know (which fits beautifully within the dual access Access to 

Learn/Learning to Access model). 
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Briefly, two other highlights for me personally were Kaitlyn Hawking’s two presentations about a 

student she worked with who lost his sight following a prolonged illness, the impact this had on 

his learning journey and the strategies that she implemented to support his literacy development 

and self regulation skills within the classroom. Kaitlyn spoke passionately and with lots of 

insight. 

Jessye Campbell was also a truly inspirational speaker. Jessye is an 18 year old who lost her 

sight at five when her eyes were removed due to retinoblastoma. In 2018 Jessye participated in 

the Rotary Exchange program for a 12 month exchange in France, having convinced her family 

and school that she was able to do this. An enormous feat for any teenager, for a student with 

no vision there is a whole other layer of complexity. Jessye’s attitude to life and her disability, 

and her insights into human nature and her ability to reflect on her experiences and provide 

wisdom to others (‘parent’s, just let them go, they can do it’) were inspiring, and also gave 

another perspective to working with student’s with vision impairment. 

The way these speakers highlighted aspects of access/balance/agency that Mike McLinden 

spoke about really brought the whole theme of the conference together. I am so appreciative of 

the opportunity to attend and look forward to implementing many of the strategies and 

pedagogies into my own classroom practice, as well as sharing what I have learnt with staff at 

my site, families of my student’s with vision impairment, leadership, and colleagues across our 

network and partnership through our termly meetings. I am now aware of a whole range of 

additional resources that will shape my teaching and the opportunities that I can offer to my 

students. I feel that having had a glimpse into the ‘bigger picture’ is going to profoundly 

influence the way that I am able to be an agent of change for the students in my care. 

 


