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   Executive summary
   -----------------
   Author: Kate Flynn, Sue Keil and Rory Cobb
   Publisher: RNIB; Year of Publication: 2016
   1. Introduction
   ---------------
   Over many years RNIB has received anecdotal information from qualified
   teachers of children and young people with vision impairment (QTVI)
   about problems with the provision of GCSE exam papers in accessible
   formats for blind and partially sighted candidates. To get a better
   understanding of the scale and nature of the problem, in 2015, RNIB
   with the support of Ofqual and the four Awarding Organisations (AOs)
   carried out research on the accessibility of GCSE exam papers in
   braille and modified large print (MLP).
   The project aimed to:
     * 
       Ascertain the frequency of problems in a large sample of braille
       and MLP GCSE Maths, Science and humanities exam papers.
     * 
       Identify the types of problem and whether they are more likely to
       arise as part of the modification or production process.
     * 
       Identify the types of papers within the subjects sampled in which
       the problems are most likely to occur (i.e. braille or MLP,
       particular subjects).
     * 
       Identify any other issues of concern for teachers relating to the
       provision of GCSE papers for candidates with vision impairment.
     * 
       Ascertain the extent to which QTVIs pay attention to the available
       exam formats when modifying curriculum materials for their pupils.
   2. Method
   ---------
   The project comprised two stages: a survey of 94 educators and a
   quality assessment of 101 GCSE papers provided by four AOs.
   2.1 Questionnaire survey
   We designed a short written questionnaire which focused on the steps
   respondents take to prepare blind and partially sighted learners for
   GCSE examinations, and their views on the braille and MLP papers
   provided by awarding organisations (AOs).
   Respondents were given the option of completing the questionnaire
   online, or as a Word document, which they could email directly to us.
   The questionnaire was live throughout June and July 2015. It was sent
   to local authority education VI services, and special schools and
   colleges for learners with VI, and was also available to download from
   the RNIB website. The survey was publicised via various networks of
   QTVIs, and the Exam Officers’ Association.
   2.2 Quality assessment
   The second part of the project was endorsed by Ofqual, and carried out
   in collaboration with four AOs. The support of the AOs was essential
   to reviewing the current system for the provision of accessible exam
   papers.
   RNIB compiled a request list of braille and MLP papers before the
   examinations took place. Papers were randomly selected for inclusion.
   Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Combined Science, English Literature,
   English Language, Mathematics, History and Geography were all
   included. The number of papers we requested was proportionate to the
   total number of papers offered for a particular subject. This means
   that the samples differed in size from subject to subject; for
   instance more science papers than English papers were requested.
   A total of 101 papers were reviewed by three exam paper assessors, all
   of whom were QTVI and subject specialists in science, mathematics
   and/or humanities. Their aim was to review the papers against the
   “Best practice guidance for the modification and production of
   examination papers for candidates with a visual impairment” (JCQ,
   2012). Departures from the guidance would be considered a potential
   problem.
   Problems were grouped into the following categories:
     * 
       Proofing problems e.g. misspellings, missing braille
       cells/content/pages, incorrect mathematical coding, pages in the
       wrong order.
     * 
       Layout problems. Presentation that could confuse or disadvantage
       the candidate e.g. starting a question at the bottom of a page.
     * 
       Design problems. Graphics that don’t convey the intended
       information, or that can’t be used as intended e.g. angles that
       are obscured beneath a tactile protractor.
     * 
       Production problems e.g. poor print contrast, grid lines that
       aren’t tactually discernible, poorly discriminated tactile
       “shading.”
     * 
       Modification problems. Questions that are inappropriate for a
       candidate with vision impairment and irrelevant to the assessment
       objectives e.g. asking the candidate to draw sketches.
     * 
       Other problems. Any other causes for concern e.g. style
       differences in approaches to modification.
   The assessors also rated each problem according to their perception of
   likely impact on the candidate - either low, medium or high impact.
   It is important to note that these ratings are not directly
   interchangeable with the categories Ofqual uses for errors in standard
   papers. For Ofqual, the highest level of error, “Category 1”, makes a
   question impossible to answer; while the next highest, “Category 2”,
   may cause unintentional difficulties for the candidate when answering
   the question (Ofqual 2015). In this project, some problems which might
   be classified as “Category 2” errors under the Ofqual rating were,
   using the RNIB definition, deemed likely to have a high impact on
   blind or partially sighted candidates. For instance candidates may
   have been able to attempt a response but not achieve full marks; or
   they may have been able to answer the question by giving it
   disproportionate time, at the expense of the rest of the paper.
   Where the same problem recurred throughout a paper—for instance, if
   paragraph indentations were incorrectly formatted in several
   questions—it was counted as only one problem in that paper’s score.
   The cumulative impact of problems on the candidate is therefore likely
   to be greater than the scores indicate. The individual reports for AOs
   will indicate which problems recurred in which papers.
   To provide an additional layer of scrutiny, an adult with a science
   degree who is an expert braille user offered a user’s perspective on
   five of the braille papers.
   3. Key findings
   ---------------
     * 
       87 per cent of the QTVIs, teachers and teaching assistants
       surveyed had concerns about the provision of GCSE exam papers in
       accessible formats.
     * 
       Concerns included the poor availability of practice papers,
       confusions in the ordering process, and the quality of diagrams,
       maps, and graphs in both braille and MLP.
     * 
       75 per cent were aware of the ‘Best practice guidance for the
       modification and production of examination papers for candidates
       with a visual impairment’, nearly all of whom professed to follow
       it in the production of practice materials.
     * 
       A quality assessment of 101 papers indicated an average, per
       braille paper, of 2.3 problems which were likely to have a high
       impact on the candidate. The average per MLP paper was 1.75
     * 
       Some of the individual papers assessed had a far higher incidence
       of problems than the averages that we have reported here.
     * 
       Among the braille papers, science was of particular concern, with
       a high number of problems relating to layout and design.
     * 
       Among the MLP papers, mathematics was of particular concern, with
       layout and production problems predominating.
     * 
       The quality of tactile and MLP diagrams, maps and graphs are a
       particular cause for concern, with a lack of consistency across
       the AOs in how they are presented.
     4. 
       Conclusion
       ----------
   This research set out to investigate whether anecdotal reports about
   provision of GCSE exam papers in accessible formats for blind and
   partially sighted candidates were isolated accounts or indicative of a
   more widespread problem. The findings from the two separate strands of
   the research provide evidence that these are not isolated incidents.
   While this report highlights issues of concern about the provision of
   accessible papers to candidates with VI it is important to recognise
   that there is also much good practice which can be built upon.
   The report concludes with recommendations for awarding organisations,
   modifiers, and educators, with a view to improving the current
   provision of accessible GCSE exam papers.
   RNIB would like to thank Ofqual and the AOs for their support in
   carrying out this research and we look forward to working
   collaboratively to address the issues that it has identified.
   5. Recommendations
   ------------------
   RNIB would like to thank Ofqual and the AOs for their support in
   carrying out this research and we look forward to working
   collaboratively with them to consider and act upon the following
   recommendations.
     1. 
       The Best Practice Guidance should be reviewed and updated to
       ensure that it remains fit for purpose.
     2. 
       A proper system for recruiting and training modifiers should be
       established. Funding will be needed to ensure that this system is
       sustainable.
     3. 
       Producers should be required to demonstrate competence in
       producing MLP and braille papers in line with the Best Practice
       Guidance.
     4. 
       Producers should have effective systems in place for proof reading
       braille and MLP papers.
     5. 
       An independent quality assurance system should be established to
       check a sample of modified papers from all AOs on an annual basis.
     6. 
       Options should be explored to achieve greater consistency in the
       way that graphics (and tactile diagrams in particular) are
       presented in modified papers. A good starting point for this would
       be the single production of standard resources (e.g. the periodic
       table) which could be shared by all AOs.
     7. 
       Copies of past papers that have been modified should be made more
       readily available to schools and colleges. This should include
       past braille papers available as electronic downloads.
     8. 
       QTVIs and TAs working with children and young people with vision
       impairment should receive more training in access arrangements to
       ensure they prepare their students appropriately.
     9. 
       Specific training should be provided within the VI sector for
       teachers and TAs in how to design and produce tactile diagrams.
     10. 
       There should be a review of the range of accessible formats which
       are available as standard and how best to communicate information
       about these to exam centres and QTVIs.
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