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Part A
The purpose of this essay is to discuss the importance of early intervention for a child with a visual impairment (VI) with a focus on children’s rights. The term visual impairment is an umbrella term that describes a range of sight problems ranging from mild, severe or total loss of sight (Perez-Pereria and Conti-Ramsden, 2013).  For clarification throughout the portfolio the term VI will be used to refer to all children with a degree of VI.
It is impossible to know exactly how many children are blind or visually impaired. The most recent data on visual impairments published by the World Health Organisation (2012) estimated that in 2010 there were 19 million children with visual impairment and 1.4 million blind children globally. RNIB (2017) estimate that there are 1,200 children in Wales under the age of 16 who are visually impaired. As there is such a broad range of forms and degrees of VI Perez-Pereira and Conti-Ramsden (1999 citied in RNIB, 2016a) claim that every individual child with VI is unique and will have their own individual needs. Frederickson and Cline (2015) agrees and therefore intervention programmes must be appropriately planned to meet the individual’s specific needs as what works for one child may not work for another with the same type of additional learning needs.
In the past prior to the 1960’s children with additional needs and disabilities were treated unfavourably, they were often denied an education, they did not have the same rights and opportunities as others (Frederickson and Cline, 2015). In 1978 the rights of children with disabilities was significantly changed with the publication of the Warnock Report Department of Education and Science (1978). The report stated that all children have the right to an education and that Local Education Authorities should ensure that all children receive the same opportunities to reach their full potential. The report put special education firmly on the legislative agenda. From the report the Education Act 1981 came into force (Wall, 2011). Today there are global and national laws and legislations that protect the rights of all people with disabilities and additional learning needs. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is a global treaty that was adopted by the United Nations in 2006, 17 years after the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC,1989) was adopted. Article 28 states that every child has the right to an education.  Article 23 states that children with disabilities have the right to special care and education to give them the same opportunities to lead a full and active life and that their disabilities do not hinder their rights. The treaty is legally binding, states are obliged to identify individuals needs and ensure their rights are protected, they must provide the individual with the support they need to have the same experiences and opportunities to actively participate in society on an equal basis. The Welsh Government’s Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales (2004) seeks to protect their rights of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in Wales, it states that pupils with disabilities must not be treated less favourably and that schools must ensure that they are not disadvantaged by their disabilities and that all children have the same opportunities. The current Foundation Phase framework in Wales department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2008) states that schools and settings must provide an inclusive education for all children legal responsibilities in line with the UNCRC (1989) to make the necessary adjustments, to work with multi agencies and multi professionals and specialist services. To provide appropriate resources to ensure children with ALN including VI can participate fully in an inclusive education. However, despite legislation and policies put in place to protect children’s rights according to View (2018) in practice there is evidence that this is not children with VI are still facing many barriers to achieving their full potential.
Early intervention is providing children with services, resources etc that they need to support their development and learning. To give them the same opportunities as others and achieve their full potential. Welsh Government (2014) state that it is essential that additional learning needs are identified early so that interventions that are put in place to meet the needs of the individual, supporting them to access and benefit from education that provides them with opportunities to reach their full potential. Early intervention is more effective than later interventions according to Welsh Government (2014) and Nutbrown et al. (2013) as research shows that  the earlier interventions are put in place the better the outcomes.
For children with VI it is important that they receive early intervention because according to Silverstone et al. (2000) 80% of education is provided through sight. Chen (2014) states that children learn though social interaction, exploring their environment. For children with VI learning experiences are restricted because sight is the dominant sensory modality.
Another reason why it is important that children with VI receive early intervention is because according to Welsh Government (2018) children with VI are more likely to have other Additional Learning Needs. Silverstone et al. (2000) and RNIB (2016a) agree that a visual impairment usually coexists with other physical or mental conditions. Chen (2014) states that approximately 70% of children with a visual impairment have multiple disabilities because of this it can be difficult to identify what children’s difficulties/needs are and what provision they require. View (2018) agree and state because of their complex needs they will often need support from education, health and social care professionals. 
Solebo and Rahi (2014) state that a visual impairment has a significant impact on experiences in childhood and throughout life. Gogate et al. (2011) agree that childhood blindness has a significant impact on children’s development and social and economic opportunities. Solebo and Rahi (2014) suggest that all children with visual loss require specialist support for development, education and independent mobility to have the same opportunities as others, minimising the adverse impact impaired vision has on limit the negative impacts on the child. 
Early Intervention involves the families and supports them to support their child’s development. Parents may lack knowledge on their child’s needs and Early Intervention helps them to support their child to achieve better outcomes. Mosca et al. (2015) argue that it is critical that parents/carers are provided with effective techniques to support their children through the difficult early stages of development. Greenaway and Dale (2017) state that parental involvement in an effective early intervention programme is essential to the development of children with VI. Blakemore (1991) states that visual experiences in the first two years of life are crucial for brain development. View (2018) agree that children with VI are particularly vulnerable during this early period as this is when the early foundations are set down for lifelong learning. VI is a lifelong disability and support will be required throughout life. More recently the RNIB (2016a) state that if VI is not identified and early interventions put in place in the first two years of life there is a risk that they will not perform as well in education as their sighted peers and this could have a negative effect on their life.
One example of early intervention for children with VI is the Developmental Journal for Babies and Children with VI (DJVI). An evaluation of the DJVI by Dale et al. (2019) concluded that using the home-based early intervention tool for resulted in improvements in children’s cognition, language and behaviour. It supports the parent child interaction which children however RNIB (2017b) claim that parents find it hard to understand the technical terms used throughout the journal. 
Part B
Despite legislations in place to protect children’s rights, children with ALN still experience many barriers, this essay will identify one of the barriers that children with VI face and how it impacts on the child. The lack of sufficiently qualified specialist teachers is a major barrier to learning according to RNIB (2015) and Kisanga (2017). Barriers to learning need to be removed so that children with VI have the same opportunities as their sighted peers to an education that supports them to reach their full potential. RNIB (2017b) state that children and young people with VI have the same potential to learn as their sighted peers as Perez-Peiria and Conti-Ramsden (2013) agree that children with VI are just as capable as their sighted peers but they need extensive and appropriate support without this support there is a risk that they will be disadvantaged throughout childhood and not have access to an equal education.  An example of what can be achieved when barriers are removed is David Blunkett, blind from birth and raised by a poor family in one of the most deprived areas of Sheffield, put David Blunkett at a disadvantage however he overcame all the barriers to learning, he went on to be a successful cabinet minister holding one of the most senior roles as the Home Secretary between 2001-2004 (Prince, 2015). Kisanga (2017) found that children with have lower academic achievement however as previously discussed children with VI are capable of achieving the same academic as their sighted peers Richard (2016) claims that the reason for this attainment gap is because teachers in mainstream schools have insufficient knowledge and skills of how to adapt teaching methods to support children with VI. Scottish Government (2019) and teaching training does not adequately equip teachers with the knowledge and specialist skills needed to support and teach children with VI in an inclusive environment.
The Salamanca Statement UNESCO (1994) committed to inclusive education for all. The Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004) aims to support all children to be taught in mainstream schools, regardless of their special needs Warnock (1978) (DfES, 1978) agreed. Vygotsky’s (1978 citied in Mitchell, 2014) ‘Zone of proximal development’ theory supports an inclusive education as he believed that social interaction  is essential for learning, educating children with VI in mainstream schools offers children the opportunities to benefit from scaffolding by adults and more knowledgeable peers. However NASUWT (2019) agree with the Scottish Government that teacher training is not sufficient to teach children with VI in mainstream schools. As discussed in part A it is estimated that there are 1,200 children with VI in Wales, Young Vision Alliance (2018) acknowledge that VI is a low incidence condition and therefore teachers do not come across students with VI, resulting in teachers lacking the knowledge, expertise and skills to teach children with VI. SNAP Cymru (2015) are concerned that support for low incidence conditions is not consistent as delegation of budgets is set by local authorities.
According to View (2015) and RNIB (2015) a Qualified Teacher for the Visually Impaired (QTVI) is the most important professional for supporting children’s learning and development. Unfortunately, there is a severe lack of QTVI’s in England and Wales Keil (2012) reported serious cuts to funding of VI services in England. Davies and Crews (2013) reported that there have been cuts to funding and staffing for VI services in Wales too but to a lesser extent than England however this research is 6 years old so may not be the case in 2019. View (2016) claim that it is difficult to address the problem of a lack of QTVI’s as because of the complex nature of VI QTVI’s are required to hold the mandatory Qualification. There is currently only one available course to gain the qualification and that is in Birmingham resulting in falling numbers of QTVI’s, as QTVI’s leave the profession they are not being replaced due to the difficulty in accessing the qualification.
Because of the lack of qualified specialists RNIB (2015) claim that children with VI  unqualified, untrained and inexperienced staff do not have the knowledge and skills required to support children with VI they should not be used as Blatchford et al. (2012) suggests using  support staff without the experience, knowledge and skills to effectively support children in settings and schools, can be unintentionally detrimental to children’s development.
There is concern that the ALN reforms in Wales are going to exacerbate the problem as RNIB (2016a) state currently sensory impairment services are extremely stretched with a shortage of specialist staff. There is no available training in Wales for impeding new staff RNIB (2016a) although they agree with the ALN reforms 0-25 expanding the responsibilities of already overstretched services is concerning to cover all children from 0-25 risk that the ALN bill will not adequately support children with VI in Wales, because of the lack of QTVI and failure to train more teachers.
Families often turn to the third sector for support, VisionUK (2016) state that there are local and national voluntary services available to children and their families however these services should complement, not substitute health, education and social care services.  
Part C
This essay will critically evaluate how a child with a visual impairment (VI) can be supported in an early years setting. It will focus on support through play. It has been established that play is essential for learning and development, it supports cognitive, physical and social development (Kennedy-Behr et al. 2013: Drifte, 2013) as far back as the early 1800’s Froebel (1887 citied in Goldstein, 2012) believed that play was fundamental to children’s development and adults should facilitate opportunities for play. Panksepp et al. (2003, citied in Goldstein, 2012) states that play increases brain development as it stimulates the areas of the brain that are responsible for social development it is particularly beneficial for children with VI as RNIB (2016c) states children with VI face challenges in developing personal and social skills that are essential for accessing education and achieving their full potential.
According to RNIB (2016c) during play children learn to make sense of the world through all their senses however 80% of information is from vision. Therefore, children with VI experience difficulties in exploring and learning through play. Hughes (2010) agree that because of their condition they do not have the same opportunities to play as their sighted peers however  having a visual impairment does not prevent children from playing, there is evidence that children with VI play differently with the greatest difference compared to children without VI being the amount of solitary play, research suggests that there is a direct relation to the severity of the impairment and how much solitary play they engage in. In early years settings 1-1 support workers are employed to support children with VI, However though Blatchford et al. (2012) agree that 1-1 support workers can play an important role in supporting children, they are not required to have any specialist training and if they do not understand how VI affects children’s social skills their presence can be a barrier to children’s social play with their peers. Therefore, to support a child with VI the key worker must be sensitive to the child’s individual needs and provide a supportive learning environment which according to Perez-Pereri and Conti-Ramsden (2013) gives the child the opportunity to be able to play to their full potential. RNIB (2016b) state that some of the ways in which keyworkers and settings can support and enhance play for children with VI is to create an environment that has good lighting, stimulating activities and toys, tactile resources to enhance sensory experiences and space for movement. and Settings and 1-1 support workers can get additional support in providing for the child’s play needs by liaising with the local authorities Qualified Teachers of Children with Vision Impairment (QTVI). All local authorities in Wales employ QTVI’s (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004) who can attend the setting and give advice and guidance. It is important that the child is not removed from the setting to receive support from outside services as this does not support inclusive practice (Wall, 2011). 
RNIB (2016a) and Perez-Peiria and Conti-Ramsden (2013)  Children with VI have complex and unique individual needs they often have other additional learning needs (Chen,2014) therefore, it is important that the child is supported by a multi-agency team (Welsh Government, 2018) and knowledge is shared between all agencies. Observing children with Additional Learning needs through play in an early years setting helps the support worker to build up an holistic picture of the child, including their strengths and weaknesses and provides them with important sources of information that can be shared with other professionals (Wall, 2011).
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