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BLIND CITIZENS AUSTRALIA PARENT NEWS – June 2012
 
Welcome to the June edition of Parent News! This edition is all about education which includes the experience of a vision impaired student turned teacher followed by a summary of key changes in education in each state and territory. There is also a little more about the trial of AD on ABC1, details of a blog for young people and other juicy bits and bobs. So curl up and enjoy the read….
My story: Amy Baillie
Contributor: Amy Baillie

My name is Amy Baillie and I was diagnosed as legally blind at the age of 6. My condition is degenerative, meaning that each year of schooling I would end up having an operation or three and my sight would generally decrease. I lost a large amount of my vision when I was 16 – year 11 – and am now classified as functionally blind. This means that I still have significant residual sight, but I do not print read and I need to use a white cane to get around. I’m now 26, and am using the knowledge and skills learnt in my hard won degree in primary education teaching to teach adults. 

I have always loved school and been good at it. This has probably made my journey much easier than that of some other people who are blind or vision impaired who have faced similar challenges to me. However, it doesn’t mean that the challenges weren’t there. I learnt quite early to cope with the fact that I did not have the text books that others did or that I could not easily access the range of materials available to those who have full sight. I also had to get used to using different equipment from others and lugging huge A3 papers around with me. Regardless I was very fortunate to have good teachers and a good teacher aide who supported me. 

Completing year 11-12 and then my uni degree were probably the hardest challenges of my schooling. With the significant drop in my sight I had to consider what this meant to me and my future plans. I continued to study while getting used to using Jaws for Windows (a screen reading program) and continuing to develop my Braille skills. I am a visual learner and had to get used to being able to listen, take in information and remember it as a main method to acquiring new knowledge. If I had lived in Melbourne I would most likely have had to repeat to get an appropriate entry score for uni. However, in Tassie I was able to apply for special consideration, due to the loss of sight in year 11, and was accepted straight into a Bachelor of Teaching. 

I had my doubts about my ability to be a “blind teacher.” I was constantly asking myself how can it be done? I continued to ask this when I met with a lady at the university about enrolling in my course. I was rambling on about my concerns and she stopped me, asked, “is this what you want to do? If so we will work out a way to do it.” I didn’t have much to do with this lady for the rest of my degree but her words reminded me to look for the solution not the problem. 

After first year I transferred to uni in Melbourne. My problems began in second year when I was to do my first Prac placement with this new university. I was dragged in and asked, “don’t you want to do Arts?” I went on to complete all required placements with teachers making comments such as, “if you could see I think you would be a good teacher.” Or, “You are doing a great job, it is a pity you can’t see and won’t get a job.”  I did spend some time considering dropping out after second year. Luckily I didn’t as I graduated after forth year, went on holiday, came back and looked in the job vacancies section and applied for the job I have now.

I currently work in adult education and run 3 courses - Certificate III, IV and Diploma in Education Support. These are the “newish” certificates for people wanting to work as teacher aides - integration in schools with students who have special needs. 

For the last two years I have been the senior tutor at my workplace, responsible for course creation and liaising with tutors from other vocational training courses. This year I have dropped that position to focus on my teaching, picking up a second position with a different education company. I recently won an award within my industry
“The Learn Local – Professional Practitioner 2011.” Supposedly this award has nothing to do with the fact that I can’t see, but acknowledges that I am very good at what I do. 

My first few months of employment were a bit tricky. It took me an entire course (1 school term) for Vision Australia to complete a funding application and obtain for me the equipment I needed to do my job effectively. During this time, I was lucky to have had access to some old equipment, otherwise I would have lost my job in those first few weeks. Over this first course I also found that I had to spend a lot of time problem solving and considering ways to achieve specific tasks at my job. 

Now that I have been teaching for over three years I struggle to put into words what it is I do differently to other teachers. I probably have much stronger e-mail contact and a much bigger electronic filing/ assessment system then any other teacher, however beside that my class only has one rule that is different, “don’t put your hand up.” 
Education in your state or territory – some key announcements

As part of the recent Budget, the Federal Government has committed $22.3 billion towards early childhood education and care over the next four years. This includes $9.6 billion for the Child Care Rebate and $10.3 billion for the Child Care Benefit.

Minister for School Education, Early Childhood and Youth, Peter Garrett has said that the Government’s reforms “…give all children access to 15 hours of early childhood education and care for 40 weeks a year by a university-trained teacher by 2013 [and] are about giving all kids the best possible start in life”. 

The Federal Budget also included $225 million for targeted child care assistance to help more parents receive the training and skills they need to enter or return to the workforce. 

More Support for Students with Disabilities Initiative

Earlier this year, the Federal Government announced this $200 million initiative aimed at supporting 164,000 students with disability. Below is a breakdown of announcements by state and territory:
WA – 7500 students will benefit from a funding allocation of $15.4 million. Funding will be used to develop Education Support Coordination Centres that will be designed to better coordinate health/allied health professional support and provide additional information to support families. Funding will also be used to support students to transition effectively between different stages of schooling, further education or employment; and will be used to provide training for up to 400 teachers to build their skills in special education. Read more.
QLD - $41 million has been committed to support 29,000 students. Funding includes $8.9 million to employ 450 new teacher aides or train existing aides, $15 million to train staff to adapt the curriculum including the development of individualised learning plans and training for teachers to increase their skills in the use of assistive technology. Read more. 

NSW - $47.9 million has been allocated to support 90,000 students in government schools. Funding will be directed towards assistive technologies, training and mentoring teachers and schools leaders to build their knowledge of special education, support the establishment of specialist teacher support in every NSW government school and develop materials and professional development to enable adjustments to the curriculum. Read more

ACT – $2.7 million has been allocated to support 1831 students in government schools. Funding will be used to develop an online training package for all ACT government school staff to build their understanding of their obligations under the Disability Standards for Education (one of BCA’s key recommendations!!). Funding will also be used to recruit designated Disability Education Coordinators to work in each ACT Government school. Co-ordinators will be expected to network with families and coach and mentor staff in making adjustments to the curriculum. Read more.

VIC - $37 million has been committed to support 33,000 students in government schools. The big announcement regarding vision impairment is a $2.7 million commitment to provide assistive technology to students with a vision impairment which will be delivered through the Statewide Vision Resource Centre (SVRC). Training for schools around the Disability Standards for Education is also a focus. Read more. 
The exact funding allocations for NT, TAS and SA have not been announced at the time of publication of Parent News. However, implementation plans have been submitted by the states and territories to the Federal Government. 

Non-government schools - $42.6 million has been allocated to support 37,000 students across Australia studying in independent, private and Catholic schools. This includes $3.2 million to provide 1500 items of assistive technology to 434 schools, funding towards training of teachers to strengthen their skills in the use of assistive technology, transition pathways for students, development of support centres, improving awareness of schools of the Disability Standards for Education and funding to enable changes to the curriculum or lesson plans to support students with disabilities. Read more. 
VidKids 

As outlined in the Feb edition of Parent News, the Federal Government has committed funding to the delivery of the Remote Hearing and Vision Services for Children initiative. On 17 May, the VidKids project was launched. This project is a nationwide program of vision and hearing services for children which will be delivered through videoconferencing on iPads and laptop computers. The VidKids Consortium is made up of Vision Australia and 5 independent paediatric hearing services, known collectively as First Voice - http://firstvoice.org.au/ 
This project builds on established international practices such as teleschool and telemedicine projects. The NBN will now allow the streaming of therapy, counselling, diagnostic services and education support into the homes of children living in regional and remote areas of Australia. 

Audio Description coming to ABC1


On 22 February 2012, Senator the Hon Stephen Conroy, Minister for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, announced a trial of audio description technology to run during prime time on ABC1 for 13 weeks. The trial is intended to generate a greater understanding of the technical and consumer issues associated with establishing and delivering audio description services. The Department has prepared an FAQ document which answers some of the most common questions about the trial and can be accessed from www.dbcde.gov.au/television/audio_description_trial. BCA will continue to provide input to the trial so if you have any questions please forward these to Lauren Henley (02) 9744 9844 or lauren.henley@bca.org.au 

Mind’s Eye – Blog for young people who are blind or vision impaired

The Royal National Institute for the Blind (RNIB) has launched a blog aimed at young people who are blind or vision impaired. Focusing on technology and inclusion, Mind’s Eye is written by young blind or vision impaired volunteers. The blog includes a simple layout, skip to content links and colour contrast. Readers are encouraged to share their personal experiences by joining the site and commenting within the blog.
Visit http://t.co/TWMKpMIs to hear one young blogger talk about how he uses his IPhone. Other blogs include using a white cane for the first time, visiting museums and exhibitions and using a guide dog. The site also offers information about starting work and enjoying free time.
Technology how-to podcasts 

The Vision Australia website contains a number of free podcasts about adaptive technology, including how to set up and use a range of equipment. Podcasts include information about digital playback devices, mobile phones, adaptive technology software, electronic book readers and instructional podcasts on how to use an IPhone and IPad with Voiceover (free inbuilt software which acts as a screen reader). Visit www.visionaustralia.org.au and type ‘podcasts’ in the search box. 

Calling all young artists!
The Kennedy Center presents a unique opportunity for student artists with disabilities from around the world to present their artwork side by side in an online exhibition. A selection of artwork from the online entries will be chosen for a live exhibition at the US Department of Education in Washington DC. 

Children with disability are encouraged to create a self-portrait that illustrates who they are and who they will be. Will it be a snapshot of where they are today? In their future dream profession? As a fantasy superhero or imaginative superstar? Entries are required by 15 July 2012 and are open to children with a disability aged 5-18. For more information, visit www.artsonia.com:80/museum/collections/detail.asp?coll=259

Get the word out!

Do you know of a parent, visiting teacher, aide, government department or individual who should be receiving Parent News? Ask them to call us and we’ll make sure that they are on the receiving end of this publication! We are happy to provide Parent News in standard print, email, on audio CD, as a data CD or in Braille. 

Contact us


Ross House, Level 3, 247-251 
Flinders Lane, Melbourne Vic 3000

Phone: 1800 033 660   Fax: (03) 9650 3200
Email: bca@bca.org.au 
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