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   1. INTRODUCTION
   ---------------
   1.1 Stage 1 of the study
   In 2003, in response to a request by RNIB Wales, RNIB’s research
   department carried out case studies of five young people with visual
   impairment in Wales as they went through the process of transition
   from compulsory to post-compulsory education at the age of 16. The
   case studies provided a means by which the process model of
   transition, as laid down in the Special Educational Needs (SEN) Code
   of Practice for Wales (2002) could be tested. By tracking the
   transition pathways of the five case study students we were able to
   see where the model works, and to identify factors leading to
   bottle-necks in the process. The findings from the first (and main)
   stage of this longitudinal research study were detailed in a report
   produced by RNIB in April 2004 (Keil, 2004).
   1.2 Stage 2 of the study
   The RNIB research department remained in contact with the five case
   study participants through follow-up telephone interviews at regular
   intervals during the two-year period following transition. This
   enabled us to gain further information about the young people’s
   experiences as they progressed through school sixth form or college of
   further education (FE) and to track them through to the next
   transition stage at the age of 18. An account of what happened to the
   young people during that two-year period was given in the second (and
   intermediate) research report produced by RNIB in August 2005 (Keil,
   2005).
   1.3 Final Stage of the study
   In the final part of this project, two further interviews were carried
   out with the five respondents: at the end of the first and second
   academic terms following transition at the age of 18. The findings are
   detailed in the remainder of this report, which is the third and final
   report of this three-year research study.
   2. METHODOLOGY
   --------------
   Details of the methodology used have been given in the previous two
   reports (Keil 2004; 2005). As previously described, a case study
   design was used with the young person as the unit of analysis. While
   in the first (and main) phase of the study evidence was obtained from
   a variety of sources, for the second and final phases evidence is
   based on telephone interviews from the five case study participants
   only. In presenting these findings therefore, the aim is to describe
   the young people’s experiences, based upon their own accounts and
   perceptions. For consistency, questions in each set of interview
   schedules have been based upon themes that emerged in the earlier
   stages of the study. Although this final report is primarily a
   descriptive account of the pathways followed by these five young
   people, where it has been possible to do so by building upon theories
   arising from the first set of findings, explanatory links are proposed
   and discussed.
   3. FINDINGS
   -----------
   3.1 Recap on the five case studies.
   Details of the young people’s transition experiences have already been
   described in the two earlier reports so to avoid repetition, a
   detailed account will not be given here. However, table 1 provides an
   overview of the circumstances of all five case study participants at
   various stages during the three-year period covered by the study.
   As can be seen from table 1, four out of the five young people had a
   planned transition at the age of 16. Following transition, all four
   remained in their post-16 education setting for the full two years
   until the end of their course of study. Emma, David and Jody attended
   school sixth forms where they studied for A levels. Sian followed a
   two-year vocational course at her local mainstream further education
   (FE) college.
   The fifth case study participant, Mark, had an unplanned transition to
   his local mainstream FE college at 16 and for Mark the following two
   years were a period of instability as he moved from college to being
   unemployed and seeking work, and back into college again. At the end
   of the two-year period Mark had dropped out of college for the second
   time.
   As observed in the previous report (Keil, 2005), by the end of the two
   years considerable divergence in the pathways of the five was in
   evidence, as they prepared for their next transition stage. Two young
   people (Sian and Emma) were seeking employment locally. One (Jody) was
   preparing to leave home to enter university. One person (David) was
   about to start a course of study at a residential college for students
   with visual impairment, having recently received confirmation that
   ELWa had awarded funding for the course. The fifth participant (Mark)
   was still waiting to hear whether ELWa had awarded funding to enable
   him also to go to a residential college for blind and partially
   sighted students, where he planned to study for A levels.
   Table 1: Post-16 and post-18 educational setting or individual
   circumstances of the five case study respondents at various key stages
   Time period
   ===========
   Educational setting or individual circumstance
   Educational setting or individual circumstance
   Educational setting or individual circumstance
   Educational setting or individual circumstance
   Educational setting or individual circumstance
   Pre-16 transition
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   Mainstream school 1
   with VI resource centre
   Mainstream school 1
   with VI resource centre
   Mainstream school 1
   with VI resource centre
   Mainstream school 2
   Mainstream
   school 3
   Post-16 transition
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   Same school sixth form
   Local mainstream FE college
   Local mainstream FE college
   Sixth form of neighbouring mainstream school
   Same school sixth form
   Local FE college
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   Sixth form
   Seeking employ-ment
   Sixth form
   Sixth form
   Beginning of second year following transition
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   Sixth form
   Local FE college
   Local FE college
   Sixth form
   Sixth form
   End of second year following transition
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   Sixth form
   Seeking employ-ment
   Local FE college
   Sixth form
   Sixth form
   Post-18 transition plans
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   College for students with VI
   College for students with VI
   Seeking employ-ment
   Seeking employment
   University
   Post-18 transition
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   College for students with VI
   Sixth form of school 1 with VI resource centre
   Seeking employ-ment
   Local FE college
   University
   End of first 6 months following post-18 transition
   David
   Mark
   Sian
   Emma
   Jody
   College for students with VI
   Un-employed
   Seeking employ-ment
   Local FE college
   University
   3.2 Post-18 transition
   3.2.1 Mark.
   As previously discussed, following an unplanned transition at the age
   of 16 to his local mainstream FE college, the following two years were
   for Mark a period of instability. Having dropped out of college twice
   during this period, at the beginning of his post-18 transition stage
   in July 2005 he was waiting to hear whether he had been awarded
   funding by ELWa to go to a residential college for students with
   visual impairment.
   Mark’s first post-18 telephone interview in January 2006 revealed that
   he did not get into the college as planned. The reason given was that
   his application to ELWa had been submitted too late for funding to be
   awarded that year. Instead, Mark had been offered a place in the sixth
   form of his previous mainstream school, which had a resource centre
   for pupils with visual impairment. According to Mark, the offer of a
   place had been made following a meeting between the head of the
   resource centre and senior staff at the school who had considered that
   without this opportunity he was at risk of entering a “downward
   spiral”. The offer had been accepted and in January 2006 he was in his
   third month of sixth form studying for three A levels. At this time he
   seemed to be settling in well. In view of the two year age gap between
   Mark and the other sixth formers in his group, the school had made
   certain concessions such as permitting him to go outside the school
   when not in lessons. This acknowledgement of the age difference was
   much appreciated. It appeared that Mark’s life was back on course.
   In the intermediate project report (Keil, 2005), it had been noted
   that it was goodwill as opposed to being under any statutory
   obligation that had led the specialist teacher to provide support for
   Mark’s post-18 transition. The involvement of the specialist teacher
   and also the special needs careers adviser in Mark’s post-18
   transition planning had provided a structure that had not been present
   during his post-16 transition. As observed in the report:
   “It remains to be seen whether this more structured approach to his
   transition leads to a more positive outcome than on the two previous
   occasions.” (Keil, 2005, p. 7)
   Regrettably, the answer to this question would appear to be ‘no’.
   Despite the considerable support that Mark seems to have received from
   his specialist teacher and other staff from his old school, not long
   after his interview in January 2006 he dropped out of sixth form. The
   reason for this decision was that he had been taking unofficial time
   off from lessons to deal with an important domestic problem. This had
   led to some disagreement between Mark and the school and finally Mark
   himself had made the decision to leave sixth form in order to
   concentrate on his domestic problem and to avoid causing further
   inconvenience to the school. Mark’s plan now is to reapply to the
   special residential college for students with visual impairment with a
   view to admission in September 2006. He continues to be supported
   unofficially by the specialist teacher and hopes that the special
   needs careers adviser will also support him in making his application
   to the college and for funding.
   3.2.2 Sian
   Sian's post-16 transition onto a vocational course at a mainstream
   college had been well planned and well structured. In contrast,
   planning for her post-18 transition into employment following the end
   of her college course in July 2005 appears to have been relatively
   unstructured as she felt confident of finding a job through her own
   efforts and those of family and friends. She knew what she wanted to
   do, had the relevant qualifications and felt happy about making direct
   approaches to potential employers. She was registered for work at her
   local Job Centre and went there regularly to check the vacancies on
   display.
   However, by the time of Sian’s final interview in April 2006 she had
   been unable to find a job. Although there is no evidence to attribute
   her lack of success in finding a job to her visual impairment, there
   is some evidence from Sian’s own account of her job seeking efforts to
   suggest that more help might have been provided by the Job Centre.
   When Sian first registered for work at the Job Centre no referral
   seems to have been made for her to speak to the Disability Employment
   Adviser (DEA) even though she mentioned that she was partially
   sighted. She had been unemployed for four months when, following a
   chance discussion with a colleague with whom she was working on a
   voluntary scheme, she discovered that through Access to Work she would
   be entitled to taxi transport to work. This was important information
   as it meant she would be able to extend her job search beyond the
   immediate area to the nearest large city, where there were likely to
   be far more jobs. She followed this up with the DEA, who confirmed
   that this was the case and provided further information about the
   Access to Work scheme. Registration with the DEA has not however, led
   to any additional help in job seeking, and a subsequent request by
   Sian for details about the timing of the Access to Work payment failed
   to elicit the information that was needed. Nevertheless, Sian
   expresses an overall satisfaction with the service from the Job Centre
   staff, who she considers to have been helpful and friendly.
   Despite widening her job search area, and attending several
   interviews, Sian has so far been unable to find work in her chosen
   field. Her plan now is to return to college in September 2006 to take
   a management course, with the eventual aim of opening her own
   business.
   3.2.3 Jody
   Out of the five case study participants, had required the greatest
   level of planning and organisation for her post-18 transition from
   school sixth form to university. At the time of her follow up
   interview in July 2005, Jody had visited her chosen university and met
   the special needs officer and the department head. She had been
   assessed for DSA and received the assessor’s written report. There
   were some concerns about whether Braille versions of her course books
   would be available for her at the start of term as a reading list
   requested from the university by her specialist teacher had not been
   sent. Therefore, despite the considerable amount of planning and
   preparation that had taken place, questions remained as to whether
   Jody would have all her necessary equipment, accessible materials and
   support in place by the start of her first university term. In
   addition, whether she would have received the ICT training necessary
   to use the Braille-note that had been recommended by the DSA assessor,
   and mobility training to enable her to move confidently around the
   campus.
   At her first post-18 follow up interview in December 2005 Jody was
   able to confirm that her transition had proceeded smoothly and she was
   happily settled at university. Some mobility training had been
   provided to enable her to locate her lecture rooms and she had also
   explored the campus with friends, so that by about the fourth week of
   term she felt confident that she knew her way around.
   However, she had not found the one-day training she had received in
   using her Braille-note to be enough time for her to feel confident in
   using it. In contrast, regular training in the use of her laptop
   computer provided by a post graduate student with a degree in
   computing has improved her skills and confidence in using the laptop
   to the extent that by the time of her final interview she was using
   the laptop to write all her essays.
   Excellent support has been provided by her department, by the
   disability co-ordinator, and by the several post-graduate students who
   act as her note-takers. Although considerable efforts appear to have
   been made to ensure that she receives Braille copies of her course
   text books there were some difficulties in the first term in obtaining
   Braille versions of the older and more obscure texts. By the end of
   the second term most problems had been ironed out as the university
   scanned those texts she was unable to obtain from her main source of
   books: the National Library for the Blind (NLB).
   Obtaining course materials and text books in an accessible format has
   not however, been completely straightforward. Considerable
   difficulties were encountered for example, in obtaining Braille
   materials for two modules in a separate subject to her main degree
   subject. These difficulties were related not just to the paucity of
   Braille versions of the materials, but to the general lack of
   organisation and support from the department concerned, which
   contrasted sharply with the supportive approach of her own university
   department. Jody is also critical of the NLB’s refusal to grant long
   term loans of books to students, pointing out that often there is a
   need to refer to a text book on several occasions over a long period
   of time.
   Locating and accessing research materials over the web has also posed
   difficulties, with many websites presenting access problems for her.
   It would appear that not all academic staff are aware of the
   challenges that Jody faces in obtaining information from the internet.
   Overall, Jody’s experience at university has been very positive and
   she is receiving excellent support from university staff and students.
   Nevertheless, the less positive experience she has had with one
   department in the university highlights how fragile the whole support
   structure can be and how dependent it is upon the co-operation of all
   the individuals concerned.
   Jody has a further two years to go on her university course before her
   next transition stage at the age of 21.
   3.2.4 David
   Post-18 transition from mainstream school sixth form to a residential
   college for students with visual impairment was well planned and
   organised, and went ahead without a hitch. When interviewed in
   December 2005 David had settled into the college and was greatly
   enjoying the course. He appreciated the high level of subject
   knowledge and experience of the academic staff.
   As would be expected, accessibility to his course work has not been a
   problem as the college is well resourced in terms of equipment and
   specialist staff to support students who are blind or partially
   sighted. What might perhaps be unexpected, is David’s observation that
   compared to his mainstream school sixth form, there is:
   “A lot more segregation in college”
   While the cohort of students in sixth form were a cohesive group on
   the basis of age and similarity in ability, at this specialist college
   the students are of mixed age, ability and with different levels and
   types of visual difficulty. For David therefore, the biggest challenge
   has been in adapting from a mainstream environment to a more
   institutionalised, residential setting. One of the less desirable
   features of sharing accommodation with other students has been a
   certain degree of rivalry and gossiping between some individuals and
   groups. Nevertheless, by the end of his second term it was apparent
   that David had adapted successfully to the less positive aspects of
   institutional life, had a close circle of friends and was enjoying his
   time at college.
   David will remain at college for a further year, before his next
   transition into employment at the age of 20.
   3.2.5 Emma
   Post-18 transition planning has involved considering several
   alternative options. At the time of her interview in July 2005 she had
   decided to seek work in general administration with a large, public
   sector employer. She also had plans to undertake a part-time course of
   study to provide her with the skills to work eventually as a
   specialist secretary within the same organisation. When interviewed in
   December 2005 however, she had opted instead to undertake a one-year
   full time specialist secretarial course at a mainstream FE college.
   This particular college was selected because it had a reputation for
   providing good support to students with visual impairment, and in fact
   Emma was one of five students with visual impairment currently
   attending the college.
   Emma’s transition to college appears to have been conducted on a
   fairly informal basis in that the college disability co-ordinator was
   not involved. In fact, Emma does not know whether or not the college
   has a disability co-ordinator. Her support requirements were agreed in
   advance with her course tutor who made the necessary arrangements, and
   these have worked out well.
   Emma has therefore been able to provide an example of a how a
   mainstream FE college can successfully support a student with visual
   impairment. Two main features of this success appear to be that the
   college is well resourced for students with visual impairment - with
   SuperNova on two computers in every room there is no need for her to
   have separate, specialist equipment - and that staff have experience
   of teaching students with visual impairment. Her tutors enlarge her
   course work, and on most occasions this has been done on time. She
   also receives extra support in exams to enable her to check her work
   before handing it in to the examiner.
   Emma’s next transition into employment at the age of 18 is imminent.
   At her final interview in April 2006, she had two months until the end
   of her course and had already applied for one job and was waiting to
   hear whether she had been successful. Like Sian she has chosen to do
   her own job seeking; she knows what she wants to do, has the
   appropriate skills, and knows where jobs in her chosen field are
   advertised.
   4. CROSS CASE ANALYSIS
   ----------------------
   With the increasing divergence in the pathways of the five case study
   participants, has come a corresponding divergence in the themes that
   have emerged. This section therefore focuses on themes that are shared
   by the five case studies as opposed to those that applied to
   individuals.
   4.1 Support for people with visual impairment.
   In the intermediate report, an important consideration for four of the
   five participants was that their post-18 transition setting would be
   capable of supporting blind and partially sighted people. This theme
   emerged again in the final interviews. It was clear that the young
   people had done their homework when considering possible colleges and
   universities, favouring those with a reputation for being accessible
   to students with visual impairment and rejecting those with a less
   certain record, or that were perceived as being unsupportive. One
   participant for example, had chosen to travel further to a particular
   college in preference to a more local one, because the local one was
   not considered to be good at supporting blind and partially sighted
   students while the preferred college had a reputation for successfully
   supporting students with visual impairment.
   Researching their colleges and universities in advance seems to have
   paid off, as the students concerned were all very satisfied with their
   educational support. However, as Jody’s experience demonstrates, even
   the most organised and supportive institutions may be undermined by
   individuals or departments that are disorganised or fail to take full
   account of their students’ special needs.
   4.2 Relationship with academic staff.
   Re-negotiating interpersonal roles and relationships is of course, one
   aspect of making the transition to adult life. For three participants
   the importance of being able to relate to academic staff on an adult
   to adult basis was an emergent theme. One of the three took for
   granted the fact that teachers in sixth form and in college treated
   him/her as an adult. Two others made reference to the fact that in
   their post-18 setting the relationship with academic staff was at an
   adult to adult level, and this was something they appreciated.
   Throughout this study the participants have reiterated the importance
   of being seen as no different to their peers. For this young person,
   it was important that teachers also treated them the same as everybody
   else. Speaking retrospectively of mainstream school teachers s/he
   commented that:
   “The really good thing was they didn’t treat me differently to other
   students which was what I needed.”
   And of college staff, the same young person observed:
   “The…teachers are the same [as teachers at school] – they understand
   that people have problems but don’t let them use this as an excuse.”
   4.3 Transport and independent travel.
   Another aspect of making the transition to adult life is becoming more
   independent, and this includes being able to travel independently.
   Four participants discussed the subject of transport and getting
   around, with only one of the four regarding this as unproblematic.
   This young person had made a point of learning several train routes,
   and travelled quite regularly by train to visit friends at university,
   or to other destinations. In contrast, three of the four other
   participants relied upon other people to help them get around, either
   because of a lack of confidence in travelling alone or because of the
   unreliability of public transport. One young person for example, who
   was dependent upon his/her friends to accompany him/her to social
   activities or into town, observed that:
   “It is sometimes a little frustrating not being able to go out to some
   places on my own”
   Another participant relied upon their mother to drive them to and from
   college because the local bus service could not be relied upon while,
   as we have seen already, another young person had confined their job
   seeking to the local area until learning that under Access to Work
   they were entitled to travel to work by taxi.
   4.4 Social interaction.
   During the course of this study certain other themes have emerged that
   have been of greater or lesser importance to individual respondents
   depending upon their circumstances at the time. For example, while
   relationships with their peers have always been of importance to the
   five participants, when things are going well they are un-remarked
   upon, but at other times they may feature more prominently. As one
   young person observed:
   “Generally when pupils are considering their options, academic support
   is important. But the social side of life becomes more important [at
   this time] – it affects how you are in lessons. If you are the odd one
   out…you find it harder to fit in…”
   It should not be assumed that ‘not fitting in’ is necessarily because
   a young person is the only member of their group with a visual
   impairment. As David’s experience has highlighted, other
   characteristics such as age, ability and level of sight loss can be
   important to a sense of group identity.
   Nevertheless, while all the participants have emphasised throughout
   the importance of being treated as no different to anybody else, there
   is a tension between same and differential treatment, as the following
   comments made by two participants about careers advisers illustrates:
   “The one who dealt with me treated me fairly normally and that was the
   best thing.”
   “I don’t think [careers advisers] have any kind of knowledge of visual
   impairment and how it affects students. Lots of advice [they give] is
   not relevant to the situation of a student with visual impairment.”
   These seemingly contradictory messages translate into a request to be
   treated on an interpersonal level as an individual, but with an
   awareness of the needs of a person with a visual impairment.
   5. CONCLUSION
   -------------
   This report concludes RNIB’s longitudinal study into the transition of
   five young people with visual impairment into education or employment
   at the ages of 16 and 18. As observed in the intermediate report the
   opportunity to compare the experiences of the young people at two
   transition stages has highlighted the increasing complexity of the
   process as a wider range of options becomes possible. Talking to the
   five young people at various points before and after transition has
   also highlighted the fact that this is not a straightforward, linear
   process. Mark’s experiences illustrate how turbulent a period this can
   be for some young people, but even the participants who started out at
   the end of Year 11 with a clear idea of what they hoped to be doing in
   two years time changed their minds at least once during that period.
   The implication of this finding is that any support framework needs to
   have flexibility built into it, if it is to be effective.
   A key finding of the first stage of this study was the important role
   of the specialist teacher for pupils with visual impairment in post-16
   transition planning and also ensuring the quality of the young
   people’s post-16 educational support. For two participants the
   specialist teacher continued to play a key role in ensuring a smooth
   transition to their post-18 educational setting. For a third
   participant the specialist teacher was instrumental in organising an
   appropriate educational placement. However, all five participants now
   have to manage without this type of support. The experiences of Jody
   at university, and Emma at college provide encouraging examples of how
   high quality support can be provided for blind and partially sighted
   students in mainstream further and higher educational settings.
   Nevertheless, it is notable that the college and university concerned
   had both been identified as having a reputation for providing good
   support to blind and partially sighted students, while others had been
   rejected on the grounds that they could not be guaranteed to provide
   the same level or quality of support. Jody’s case also demonstrates
   that accessibility is something that has to be worked at and cannot be
   taken for granted. Getting accessible text books, accessing the
   internet, and receiving training in the use of ICT equipment have all
   presented problems to be solved.
   David’s experiences at a designated college for students with visual
   impairment have raised interesting issues about segregated versus
   mainstream provision. They are an important reminder to professionals
   working with young blind and partially sighted people that good
   specialist educational provision alone is not enough to ensure
   success. Other factors such as social compatibility between students,
   opportunities for the young person to attain independence, and the
   quality and relevance of the course itself are also important.
   Sian’s unsuccessful efforts so far to obtain employment are an
   indication of the next challenge to be faced by all five young people.
   The failure of the job centre staff to refer her to the DEA where she
   would have been informed at an earlier stage about her entitlement
   under the Access to Work scheme is disappointing. It is hoped that
   both Sian and Emma, who is about to begin her job search both succeed
   in finding suitable employment in the near future.
   It has been a privilege to work on this project over the past three
   years with David, Mark, Emma, Sian and Jody. They have provided
   valuable insights into the thoughts and experiences of blind and
   partially sighted young people during their transition into adulthood
   between the ages of 16 and 18. Although by definition the emphasis
   during our interviews has been upon issues associated with their
   visual impairment, as each of them has been keen to remind me, this is
   only one element of who they are. Each of them has a great deal to
   offer and I hope that at whatever point they make their next
   transition into the world of work, it will be these qualities that
   employers take account of and judge them on.
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