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White
Good evening.  Later:  How to get the best educational opportunities for visually impaired children - we'll be talking to the man who trains their teachers.  

But first:  We heard last week the extraordinary story of the escape from house arrest of blind civil rights protestor Chen Guangcheng.  Since then, of course, the story has moved on with Guangcheng's leaving the American Embassy and the subsequent news that he may be allowed to leave China to study in America.  So far we've heard this story through other people but today we've had the opportunity, with the help of a translator, to talk to Guangcheng himself.  It was a bit of a struggle on a number of phone lines but we finally got through to him and when I could talk to him I asked him after his ordeal how he was.

Guangcheng - through translator
He said he's now in China hospital in Beijing.  He had three bones fractured at the right foot so he can't move around freely, he's now in his bed.

White
And do you have your wife and children with you now and how are they?

Guangcheng - through translator
They are with him and they're all fine.

White
It must be very exciting for you to be reunited?

Guangcheng - through translator
Not that excited but feel very good to be with them because he has not been with the children for a long time.

White
Guangcheng, we heard the story on this programme last week of your escape from your house where you were under house arrest but can you just explain in your own words how you actually got away from the house to the car and did you have to do that on your own?

Guangcheng - through translator
[Laughing] He said this is a very long story, he can just tell you briefly.  He had a very long preparation for that - he has been watched all the time, every day, so in a few seconds time he tried to get out of their sight and he moved into another room and then he get out the house.  He climbed over the courtyard walls, in total eight walls, and then more than 60 people [indistinct words] there.  So after more than 20 hours he left the village.  The fifth wall - he hurt his foot and after that he could not walk properly, he had to crawl all the way on the ground.  He crawled for more - a few kilometres.  After that he was picked up by his friends.

White
Were you afraid that the guards would notice you and how did they not notice you?

Guangcheng - through translator
I was really worried about being seen by the guards.  If they found me I can't imagine the consequence of that.

White
Could you just tell us how bad was the experience of house arrest for you and your - and your wife and your children?

Guangcheng - through translator
It was horrible.  At the beginning over 70 or 80 people would come into my house, sometimes more than 10 very strong men would beat my wife for several hours, cover her in a duvet and then started beating.  They're all from the police station or some staff from the town government.  They have no authority or no legal procedure to that at all and they would take away anything they think useful in my house - books or television or my computer.  From July and August last year every day in the morning or in the afternoon there would be people coming to my house to do a search, it lasted until September, every day there would be people there watching us, no matter what we're doing - whether we're eating or whether we're resting.  Sometimes they beat us so badly but we still can't get to see any doctors.

White
Guangcheng, what have you been told will happen now - can you leave the country?

Guangcheng - through translator
I think I can because people from the central government came to visit me and they have made it clear that they should protect my rights as a citizen. 

White
And they have told you this since you left the American Embassy?

Guangcheng - through translator
Yes that's right.

White
Are they saying they didn't know what was happening to you in Shangdong.

Guangcheng - through translator
Yes, that's what they said.

White
Can your family go with you?

Guangcheng - through translator
Yes.

White
How soon do you think that might happen?

Guangcheng - through translator
I don't know yet because I haven't got my passport.

White
Are you surprised that this has happened so quickly after your escape?

Guangcheng - through translator
I'm not surprised at all because I think all those illegal things when they are exposed to the public it should be sorted out very quickly.

White
You've taken enormous risks, both for yourself and for your family, has it been worth it?

Guangcheng - through translator
It's hard to say.  I never regretted it.  Whether it's worth it, it all depends on how the society would react.

White
What do you want now for your country, what do you want to achieve?

Guangcheng - through translator
I just hope our country can be a lawful country and that they should stop abusing me and my family.  I just hope the central government will start investigating what has happened in Shangdong, no matter who is involved, how high ranking they are and also I hope that I and my family will get compensated - that's what I would like to have at this moment.

White
Chen Guancheng talking to me from Beijing, where he's still in hospital being treated.  And particular thanks to our translator - Laureen Lang.

Last week Lee Kumutat reported from New College Worcester, it's a residential secondary school for visually impaired pupils but they'd gone home for the holidays when we did this recording, making room for students who were currently studying for their GCSEs in a mainstream setting.  Over the four days they were revising for science, maths and English and they were invited to raise some of the issues they'd encountered in their mainstream schools.  So Lee, what kinds of things did they talk to you about?

Kumutat
Well Peter there were 25 students there and one of their main topics of conversations was how they access the curriculum and class activities.  Some of them said they had no problems at all, saying that they felt fully involved in school life and their work was provided to them on time and in an accessible format.  However, there were some who talked about materials not being provided to them on time for classes and also a few said they weren't allowed to take part in experiential learning activities.  In a science lab I found Lauren who was just about to try something for the first time that is commonly seen as a rite of passage for most secondary students.

Lauren
I've never lit a Bunsen burner before because I've never been allowed.  My teaching assistant lights one or she gets my friend to do it.

Kumutat
Have you asked if you can do it?

Lauren
Not really, I just go along with it, I've stopped asking questions.

Kumutat
Why is that?

Lauren
Because usually the answer's because of health and safety risk, so I just assume...

Kumutat
That they're going to say no.

Lauren
Yeah.

Kumutat
Do you think that your nervousness comes from the fact that you kind of have been told that you can't do it?

Lauren
Yes probably.

Teacher
Okay Lauren, if you put your goggles on for me please.  Thank you.  Did you see that we've got the tripod around the Bunsen burner?

Lauren
Yes.

Teacher
Yeah the tripod is there just so you can have a guide as to where the Bunsen is.  Okay?  So are you ready to have a go?

Lauren
Yeah.

Teacher
Okay so we hold the match in your right hand and hold the box in your left hand and just hold it - push it against and away.  Excellent well done.  Okay?

Lauren
Is it over it?

Teacher
That's right.  Just keep going - that's it well done.

Lauren
I did it.

Teacher
You did it, excellent.  Okay?

Lauren
Victory.

Teacher
Now keep your hands down low on the desk, slide your hands upwards and open the air hole, just how we did yesterday, wasn't it.

Lauren
Is that it?

Teacher
Yeah can you hear the difference on the flame?  

Lauren
Yes.

Teacher
Keep your hands down low.  Okay?  So now you can slide your hands back towards the Bunsen and then close the air hole.

Kumutat
How was that Lauren?

Lauren
Not as bad as I thought it would be.

White
I can remember the first time I did that actually.  So a pretty elated sounding Lauren there Lee.

Kumutat
Yes she was pretty thrilled.  As the course progressed quite a few students thought some of the equipment and tips and tricks used during the classes might be quite helpful back in their schools.  These were things like notched syringes for measuring quantities in science and talking thermometers.  One partially sighted student told me that using raised line graph paper would help her in her maths classes and she would be going back to her school to find out whether she could access to that resource.  But as we all know extra kit and adaptations costs money and as Vice Principal of New College Worcester, Dr Chris Stonehouse told me the cuts are biting across the education sector.

Stonehouse
As the cuts in services in local authority provision are hitting, maybe the numbers of qualified teachers in visually impaired are being reduced, or the number of times that a child has been visited in school are being reduced and - or there's less money for me with the equipment they need and that's obviously having an impact on what students are getting in the mainstream schools.

Kumutat
So you're saying that the cuts are having a direct effect on resources available for visually impaired students?

Stonehouse
An RNIB survey looking into the level of provision of qualified teachers of visually impaired in local authorities showed there are many posts which have been frozen, have been reduced or not being replaced and we hear of some authorities whose shared support budget is being cut by maybe 20 or 30%.

Kumutat
When I asked Dr Stonehouse about the academic spread of the students who have attended the revision courses over the 12 years New College has been running them he told me it was generally spread quite evenly across the board.  However, he quoted a pretty disturbing national statistic resulting from a Department for Education survey.

Stonehouse
Yeah there's a DFE survey, I think it was 2008, which showed that I think nationally the statistics would show there's probably a 15% gap between the percentage of visually impaired students getting five A-Cs compared to non-visually impaired students.

Kumutat
That's quite an important statistic I would have thought.

Stonehouse
And I think that raises issues - are there inherent barriers to academic achievement for visually impaired students or how much are they - is that the product of a system which isn't delivering to them.

Kumutat
It is worth clarifying that that statistic of 15% gap in attainment also includes students who are identified as having an additional special educational need as well as a visual impairment.  The RNIB has done further analysis on the same survey and its figures show that for students whose only special educational need is visual impairment the gap in attainment is 10%.

White
Lee Kumutat, thanks very much indeed.

Well we thought that we'd put some of those points to Professor Mike McLinden, who runs the visual impairment teachers training course at Birmingham University and he's with me.  Mike, first of all, I mean who exactly do you train?

McLinden
Well we train teachers who are already qualified teachers and what they're going to be doing is a professional development course to allow them to support children and young people with a visual impairment.

White
Would they be in both mainstream and single disability schools?

McLinden
They'd work in a range of educational settings - some would work in early years provision, some would work in mainstream schools, some would work in single disability schools and others would work in resource bases in mainstream - either primary schools or secondary schools.

White
Now what's your own take on this report which suggests that 15% negative difference in attainment between sighted and visually impaired children, what do you think the reasons for that are?

McLinden
Well it's quite an interesting statistic because I think it's the first time we've had such detailed level of analysis.  It confirms what we suspected for quite a long time - that visual impairment does make a difference to education attainments.  We've got some evidence over the course of years in the impact that vision can have on a child's own experiences in terms of acquiring concepts in maths, in terms of reading speed, in terms of a range of different types of curriculum provision.  What we've got now is some data to highlight just how extensive that gap can be.  But I think it's important to also sound a cautionary note here because the trouble with a statistic like that it's sort of homogenised and what it's done is brought together lots of different factors.  We don't know how many of those children are blind, how many have visually impairment, low vision and we know that that could make a difference as well in terms of their Braille readers or large print readers.  I think the other thing to say as well we don't know how many of those children were blind from birth and how many of those children had late onset visual impairment.

White
It's amazing that we've been doing this for over a hundred years there's still - that there is so much that we don't know.

McLinden
Well I think you're right.  There's a nice RNIB analysis of this data and they've come up with a quote which is basically that a lot of practice currently is based on perceived wisdom rather than research based evidence. And so I think a lot of practice is what we've always done in schools and we continue to do it I think.

White
So let's bring it down to something that might be easier, in other words individual experience.  We heard Lauren there saying that she hadn't been given the chance to use a Bunsen burner because of health and safety - are there such rules or is this lack of awareness in an individual school or what is it?

McLinden
That's an interesting one.  I mean we heard from that clip not only how elated she was but I think this achievement in terms of her actually having done something as practical as that and I think that's very important.  I think science particularly is an important curriculum area for linking theory and practice and practical skills obviously in something like science are going to be a very important way of consolidating any learning that the child's done in terms of chalk and talk, sort of blackboard type learning.  So our guiding principle is that all children should have access to the full range of the curriculum and that includes...

White
Are there any rules though that are stopping them?  We know health and safety is trotted out as an excuse for things, I just wondered whether there really were any rules that said that or is that what Lauren's been told?

McLinden
Yeah.  I think whenever we think about anything with heat sources we do panic a little bit about the potential dangers.  There are health and safety issues to do with any sort of practical work and any science activity would require a full risk assessment to be undertaken.  Now that's regardless if there was a child with a visual impairment or indeed any other type of special needs in the classroom anyway.  So a science teacher would do a full risk assessment and if there was a child with a visual impairment in there then obviously that would need to be accounted for as well.  One of our guiding principles as well, particularly for teaching assistants, is the teaching assistants should be the eyes for the child but not the hands, so they can be supporting and helping, giving guidance and there are a number of ways and strategies we teach our student teachers, if you like, about what their role would be to make sure that all science activities are accessible.

White
And you mention teaching assistants who are there to give added support to pupils, are they trained?

McLinden
They would be indeed.  The majority of teaching assistants, particularly those working with children with a visual impairment, would complete a different course to our own, it's an RNIB run one called Partners in Learning, and it's an extensive training course.  And in that they'd learn about the health and safety issues and particularly their role in supporting students in practical subjects such as science and PE and other areas where there may be real health and safety concerns.

White
Dr Stonehouse mentioned those cuts that are having an impact, what's your experience - the teachers going through your courses are they getting jobs?

McLinden
I think it's fair to say we've got mixed evidence at the moment.  We've got some anecdotal evidence from students that funding is beginning to have an effect, it's a very uncertain landscape out there.  But we've also recently had a number of heads of services contacting us to say they have jobs going.  I think we need to find out what's happening this year, I think it's a very important year.

White
Because we've heard another rather more counterintuitive view about the cuts from indeed New College itself, which is the suggestion that maybe the cuts will cause almost a swing back to single disability teaching because maybe some local authorities are finding it difficult to fund the extra help that they need?

McLinden
It's possible, we do have again some evidence to suggest that some authorities will only support students who have a statement - a statement of special educational needs.  Now that would be the minority of students with visual impairments, the majority of whom would have additional needs, but it wouldn't be so severe that they would require a statement.  So that's quite alarming because that suggests there could be a lot of children out there who may not get the additional specialist support because they're not protected by that statement.

White
So just one final point there - if a parent's listening to this and they're concerned their visually impaired child isn't getting what they need in any setting - mainstream or specialised - what can they do?

McLinden
Well I think the first port of call should always go to the specialist teacher and we talk about the QTVI - the qualified teacher of the visually impaired - so they are the teachers we are training and there'd be the ones who are supporting the child.  So hopefully what they've developed is a good relationship with them.  Now we think communication's very important so if they've got any concerns or there's any issues about non-inclusion, for example in a particular curriculum area or if they don't feel their child is getting there full...

White
Or being allowed to light a Bunsen burner.

McLinden
Possibly the Bunsen burner would be a good example as a starting point - then they should certainly begin the conversation with the specialist teacher.

White
Okay well Professor Mike McLinden thank you very much indeed for talking to us and we'll obviously be interested in people's reactions to that report and on any issues that we've raised.  You can contact our action line on 0800 044 044 - for 24 hours after this programme.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and you can get a free download of tonight's programme from the website.

Next week we'll be looking in more detail at the conclusions of two reports - one here, one in the States - which have compared the performance and side effects of two drugs being used to treat macular degeneration.  Till then, from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.
 


