
 

Disability in broadcast: getting in and getting on 
 

You're listening to the CoP Show, a podcast from the BBC. You can find out more at 

bbc.co.uk/collegeofproduction 

 

Ben Toone: 

Hello and welcome to the CoP Show. I'm Ben Toone. Forging a career in TV, radio or online 

production is difficult whoever you are, but what about if you have a disability? I have three guests 

with me today who have successfully made it in their respective fields. We’re going to talk about how 

they got to where they are today, what the challenges were and useful schemes and forums that can 

be helpful. We’ll also cover what colleagues and line managers can do to be more understanding, 

plus there'll be plenty of tips for those wanting to make a break in the media world. 

 

Claire Burgess is the Drivetime producer on BBC Radio Lancashire. Before that she was on the BBC 

disabilities scheme Extend working at BBC Merseyside. 

Dominic Hyams is an assistant producer at sport specialist indie Sunset+Vine. He’s currently working 

on the YouTube channel for the International Olympics Committee and before that on Channel 4’s 

Paralympic coverage.   

Emma Tracey is the producer for the Ouch! disability talk show, a monthly podcast with a candid take 

on disability issues. She is also active in the BBCs disability forum, BBC Ability. 

 

Thank you all for joining us on the CoP Show! 

 

So how did you all get your first break? Claire? 

 



 

Claire Burgess: I actually got my first break thanks to Gary Barlow. It's a bit of a strange one, but 

basically I'm a mad Take That fan, and I was looking for places to go and do work experience, and 

one website for a commercial station in Manchester was advertising, looking for people to tell their 

stories about their love for Take That. I put in my story and they invited me in to be part of a 

documentary, and while I was there, I bumped into the girl who was in charge of work experience and 

it all started from there. 

 

Ben Toone: Dominic, are you a Take That fan as well? I presume you didn't start in the same way. 

 

Dominic Hyams: I'd like to say it was, but no. When I was eighteen I did a documentary on Channel 4 

called Crip on a Trip - I can say that was self-titled, no trouble there! - and I saw that ‘in front of the 

camera’ side of TV, and then went to uni, knew I wanted to do media after doing a management 

degree, came out and rang someone that I knew at Channel 4, and said 'Is there any scheme to apply 

for 'cos I'm looking to do this kind of thing.' And they said, ‘Apply for the Channel 4 production 

trainee scheme’. I did that, and found myself with Sunset+Vine, who I knew at that point when taking 

that job that they were going to be producing the Paralympics in 2012, which was a massive pull to 

want to go and work on the Channel 4 scheme as a resident on Sunset+Vine. 

 

BT: Emma, what about you? 

 

Emma Tracey:  Well, I used to do a radio magazine, an audio magazine for blind people after I 

graduated from university, and that was a really small thing but it kept my hand in while I was looking 

for work and that kind of thing. So I did all sorts of freelance stuff and part of what I did for that 

magazine was to interview someone at the BBC that I admired and while I was there, I did actually ask 

'Any jobs?' and they pointed me to the BBC jobs site and told me to keep an eye on it, as that would 



 

be the best way to find a job there. So I kept an eye on it and a job came up at BBC Ouch, the BBC's 

disability blog and talk show, and I went for it and I got it. I actually moved from Ireland to London 

for BBC Ouch, and haven’t looked back. 

 

BT: OK, so you all have different disabilities. Can we talk about that and how that affects you on a day 

to day basis? Dominic, let's start with you. 

 

DH:  I have what you call osteogenesis imperfecta, otherwise known as brittle bones, which means I'm 

a tiny, little man in a chair. I drive around in an electronic powered wheelchair, all day every day, and 

luckily the job I do means that largely I'm not really affected in terms of my ability to perform the 

functions needed for the job. The days a few years ago when there were more digibetas around, 

carrying lots of tapes to be ingested wasn't particularly easy, and going out and self-shooting is also a 

bit of a challenge, but for me it's 'know what I can do', and people around me know what I can do, so 

it's a case of just playing to your strengths and trying to get more involved in more things that 

physically are not in any way a problem at all.  

 

BT: Claire, Dominic is sitting across from me in the studio and I can clearly see that he has a disability, 

and as he mentioned he's in a chair, but for you it's not quite so obvious, is it? 

 

CB: No, I think most people, if you just met me sitting down at my desk you probably wouldn't even 

know that I had a disability. I've got mild cerebral palsy, and it is really quite mild, as in I'm not in 

chair, I can walk, although I get quite tired if I have to walk quite a long way. I'm really clumsy though, 

so most people, that's the first thing if they spend a bit of time with me, they notice that I knock into 

stuff all the time. I can't navigate around things very easily because I'm so clumsy, I'll smack into 

things all the time and usually I fall over and trip over my own feet quite a lot. And I'm really rubbish 



 

at carrying more than one cup of tea without spilling it over the side of the cup because my hands 

shake a bit and because I am so clumsy. So that's quite bad when you work in radio initially because 

you make a lot of tea so it's quite hard! I hid it for quite a long time at work before I came on the 

Extend scheme, and I wish for that one reason alone, for the amount of times that I would hide the 

fact that I would slop the tea everywhere, that I had declared that I had a disability a lot earlier, so it 

would make my life so much easier.   

 

BT: So you’ve just said there, you only declared you had a disability when you went on the Extend 

scheme, you didn’t do that before on previous jobs? 

 

CB: No, I’d never mentioned it because I thought ‘Oh, it doesn’t affect me at work, it doesn’t affect 

how I do my job’. I wanted to be considered the same as everybody else and I was really worried that 

somebody might see that I had a disability on an application and automatically assume that I was a 

much more serious end of the spectrum of cerebral palsy and therefore use that as reasons why they 

couldn’t give me the job, even if it was subconsciously. So I didn’t declare it. But then I saw the Extend 

scheme, and actually when I applied for the Extend scheme, I almost felt I wasn’t disabled enough to 

apply at first! But now I’m really, really glad that I did. It’s totally changed how I am at work, being 

able to be a lot more open about it and being able to let people know about it. 

 

ET: In terms of myself, I’m blind, so I have light reception but I have no useful vision. So I had no 

option ever to not disclose my disability. It’s pretty obvious, I have a black Labrador, you know, can’t 

see someone’s hand is to shake it. I think they’d find out pretty quickly! I’ve always had to try and be 

very, very open and in interviews, when it comes to the ‘Have you got any questions for us?’ part of 

the interview, I always say ‘Well, have you got any questions for me? What would you like to know 

about what I can and can’t do?’ And then be very ‘genned up’ on what I would need to help me in 



 

that particular job. So I use the Access To Work scheme quite a lot, which is the government scheme 

which provides money and help for disabled people in their jobs. So I tell them all about that and the 

technology I use and the personal facilitation support I might need while I’m out in the field doing 

jobs and things like that. 

 

DH: Speaking with other disabled people, I’ve found it’s the most best kept secret of genuinely useful 

help and support that can be provided. For me, I can’t use the Tube. So I come down from 

Hertfordshire every day, so I get the train into St Pancras and then because I can’t use the Tube, 

Access to Work provides a taxi from St Pancras to Hammersmith, where my office is - which is 

obviously amazing. Also I get help with the care, however long I need in the daytime. It really is a 

useful thing, I couldn’t recommend it enough for anyone thinking about that kind of provision as a 

barrier to getting into the industry. 

 

ET: And the government doesn’t use all of its allocated money, because not enough people know 

about it, because they’re not encouraged enough to call up and ask for it. They’ve also changed some 

of the rules a bit around Access to Work so there’s a bit more help for self-employed people, 

freelancers and also for people at the interview stage so it really is worth, more now than ever before, 

taking a look at. And they have a team who deal specifically with people who work in the media, 

which is good because as you know, media is not a 9-5 job. Us media people need to go out on a job 

within the hour, and that kind of thing, so they understand that. And they know that we have to book 

and plan our support to fit in with that, and I found that really, really helpful as well. So make sure 

when you’re applying for ATW, make sure you ask about the media team. They may not know about 

it, and if they say they don’t know about it, tell them to go and find out. 

 



 

BT: Brilliant, that’s really good advice. Obviously Access to Work is fantastic but is there anything 

slightly more informal that helps? Dominic, what have you found? 

 

DH: I ingratiated myself really well to my company by, on probably day two of working there, sending 

out an email saying ‘I’ve probably run over your foot already, but if you haven’t met me, I was kind of 

wondering if someone wanted to take me for a pee’! And to be one of those Access to Work carers 

while I’m work so I didn’t have to have someone coming in from outside. By that point I’d pretty 

much lost all dignity across the whole company. But that’s kind of the way I like to approach it really, 

total honesty, totally upfront. Encourage any questions from anyone. Anyone that is wanting to ask a 

question for ages and hasn’t said it, and then two months later goes, ‘God, I was waiting for SO long 

to ask that,’ and I think, ‘Why the hell didn’t you do it?’ Because I don’t care, you can ask me anything 

under the sun, I’ll just think it’s interesting that you’re interested and that you don’t know. But at the 

same time you forget that you might have to be the one who initiates that. However unnatural it is to 

say, ‘By the way, if you didn’t know, in this situation I’ll be able to do that but not that. Is that OK?’ 

and they’re like, ‘Oh great, I was wondering that’. There is a responsibility to manage other people’s 

knowledge of your disability and you doing that in the most honest, upfront and generally silly way is 

the way I usually approach it, and it works out absolutely great. And I have a brilliant relationship with 

my colleagues. 

 

BT: Claire, what about you? 

 

CB: I tend to find similar, really, because people are afraid to ask, but in the same way that in Extend 

there’s lots of people with lots of different disabilities, and lots of people who have a disability are 

kind of afraid to ask about other people’s disability, was something that I found. 

 



 

BT: And Emma, I know there are some formal forums, shall we say, so there’s Creative Diversity 

Network and BBC Ability… 

 

ET: I’m very involved in the disability, probably partly because of my work on Ouch! but also because 

of a personal interest. I’m quite involved in BBC Ability which is the BBC’s disability staff network and I 

find that it’s really helpful to be in touch with lots of other colleagues with disabilities and talk about 

the various issues – there’s lots of software that’s not very accessible that we can talk about, various 

ways of getting around, there’s also career opportunities and that kind of thing. I find that really, 

really helpful. My colleagues, as Dominic was saying, are really, really helpful – they fill the dog bowl, 

they make me tea and I pay back by adding to the biscuit box quite a lot. 

 

DH: I don’t even add to the biscuit box…! 

 

ET: Well, I feel like I want to give back and balance it out a bit, as you say play to my strengths, so my 

strengths are biscuits. So that’s fine. 

 

BT: So going back a little bit and kind of what Dominic was saying about being upfront about your 

disability and people not wanting to ask. So, I don’t know if any of you had had this, but people can 

basically put their foot in it in certain situations. I mean have any of you found that? 

 

CB: I found that people were so worried about it, that sometimes I would find out afterwards that 

they really wanted to do something or they’d be so worried they were going to offend me or upset 

me that they would stop doing something. A funny example of this is I found out somebody was 

going to send me a leaving card, and it had a really funny picture on the front of a lucky rabbit’s foot 

and another colleague said they shouldn’t send it to me because the connotations of that might 



 

offend me. And I kind of thought afterwards that they perhaps didn’t know me very well, because 

they should have known that that would have really made me laugh. 

 

BT: You’re listening to the CoP Show with me, Ben Toone, and today we’re discussing making your 

way into the production world when you have a disability. For more practical advice on getting into 

TV, radio or online production, visit the job hunting section of our website. Just search for BBC 

College of Production or go to bbc.co.uk/academy/production. 

OK, let’s talk about your most memorable production, a particular show or project that worked really 

well for you. Dominic, is there anything that comes to mind? 

 

DH: I don’t think I’d be allowed to not mention the Paralympics here. There was a specific moment 

working on the Paralympics after being at the Olympic Park for maybe 20 days in the row, and I came 

into work, early in the morning, to the Broadcast Centre, and the papers were on one of the tables, 

and The Times had a double front and back spread that said ‘The Moment The World Awakens To 

Disability’, or something like that. And it was just quite wonderfully powerful moment that you go, 

‘Actually, regardless, even if it is just these two weeks right now, the media and people, able bodied, 

disabled, and wider in the wider world, are actually noticing disability’. And more than anything, they 

don’t even have to understand the sport they’re watching. They’re seeing disability and they’re, at the 

very least, seeing people with disability talking and doing things and just living a life. And that was 

wonderful, because that’s the moment you realise, no doubt, that this is having an impact, however 

small or big, with a lot of people. 

 

BT: Emma, what about you? 

 



 

ET: We did a live show a few years ago where we got about 40 or 50 disabled people into a room in 

Television Centre in BBC, and I’m not sure we’d be allowed to do it now with Health and Safety and 

stuff like that, but it was just brilliant, it felt really like we were working for the disability community. 

Everyone had a great time. We had some really poignant audience participation, talking about being 

bullied at school. It was a really big logistical challenge but it was really rewarding as well. 

 

BT: Claire, what about you? 

 

CB: One of the first big projects I got to work on at Radio Merseyside was their entire week’s work of 

output on food banks, when food banks were first starting to become really prevalent in Merseyside. I 

got to do a lot of planning and got to go out and visit lots of different food banks across the area and 

meet so many amazing people. I was stood in a centre in Runcorn with a gentleman who’d signed up 

to be a volunteer and it was his very first day, and I just asked him why he decided he wanted to be a 

volunteer. And it really hit something in him and he just started telling me how when he’d been 

growing up his dad left, and he was basically the poor kid in the street with his mum. And somebody 

left a bag of clothes with a shirt for him that had cars all over it. And that really, changed his whole 

childhood that people in the street really cared about him, so he was trying to pay it back. And it was 

such an emotional interview that it got a really nice response and loads of the listeners in Merseyside 

started donating bags of food off the back of it. So just being able to make content that really gets a 

reaction from an audience, not only just from a listening point of view but gets them actively doing 

something. 

 

BT: As with any others in the industry it’s easy to get pigeonholed whether you work in a particular 

genre or a particular set of skills, and I guess that could the case with a disability. Dominic? 



 

DH: For me, I think that you just have to be realistic. For me as an assistant producer, I’m not going to 

be a self-shooting producer, probably ever. Unless I create some rig myself for carrying a 5-D around, 

and having a great time! But I can produce, I can self-edit, and then do other things. I still enjoy doing 

more sort of production management stuff as well. So I can take a slightly more diverse spread of 

what I do and enjoy doing all aspects of that, but I’m very conscious of what I can do and what I can’t. 

What I’m doing at the moment moves me into a slightly more digital world, which is obviously great 

as well, because it’s based on a computer and there’s not a lot of moving around with that. So yeah, I 

think it’s just knowing where you want to be going, what you can do and what you can’t do. Push 

those boundaries as far as possible. But at the same time, do everything you can to help yourself end 

up doing something you love and something’s that practical. 

 

BT: Emma? 

 

ET: Well, after working on Ouch! for eight years, disability has certainly become my specialist subject. 

On Mastermind it would definitely be what I would talk about. But, essentially, I am a writer for BBC 

News Blogs, I write like anyone else does. I’m also an experienced radio producer, been producing the 

talk show on and off for eight years and that’s on the BBC site as well, so it’s to BBC standards. So 

even though disability is currently my specialist subject and I wouldn’t shy away from another job in 

that area, I’m as diverse as anyone else and I have the skills that I can transfer to other jobs. 

 

BT: Claire? 

 

CB: I totally don’t feel pigeonholed at all because what I do is so varied and not at all relating to my 

disability all the time. I just get treated the same as any other colleague and I work on a range of 

stories. That being said, if there is a big story that comes up to do with disability, sometimes I might 



 

ask to get sent on it, because I will come back with something that’s maybe slightly different to what 

somebody would do, who doesn’t have a deeper understanding of what disability is or how to 

approach it. And I don’t mind that at all, I quite like getting sent out on those kind of stories. But 

yeah, just on a day-to-day basis, I’m just working the same as any other BBC producer is. 

 

BT: And finally, we always like to end these podcasts with some tips. Have you got any advice for 

someone with a disability who may want to break into the industry. Dominic? 

DH: Set yourself some kind of goal or ambition and enjoy the process of trying to find out how to 

achieve it. With disability there’s always extra things you’re going to have to do, fill in, phone calls 

you’re going to have to make, people you’re going to make to contact with to find things out and 

then get something done about them. So be prepared for that process, but be excited about that 

process. Speak to as many people as you can and get as much advice as you can, because someone 

will have that piece of information that’s vital for you getting from A to B. Have a dream that maybe 

even seems slightly unattainable, and maybe you don’t know quite how you’re going to get there but 

with learning and with time and commitment and like anyone else, a really good work ethic, no doubt 

you’ll get there and you’ll end up in a career that you’re extremely happy in, and you wake up in the 

morning and enjoy the thought of going to work. 

 

BT: Emma? 

 

ET: Well, my advice wouldn’t be that different to what I’d say to a non-disabled person trying to get 

into the media, but it is in that unfortunately, a lot of the time you need to be better or at least show 

that you could potentially be better than the other people going for the job. Because there are going 

to be extra things they’ll have to think about for you, and oftentimes, whether we like to think about 

it or not they might say ‘It’s not worth the hassle’. So what I would say was, if it’s radio or TV that you 



 

want to get into - make stuff, make stuff. Do loads of audio, do loads of video. Have a really good 

portfolio to show people, and to say, ‘This is what I made, this is how long it took me to make it. And 

these are the other ideas I’ve had’. If in doubt, do. Definitely. And also, be really knowledgeable about 

your own disability and what you’re going to need, what you might need, what you could potentially 

need, and how it can happen as smoothly as you know it can happen. So I would say be really 

knowledgeable about yourself and your needs so that you can spell it out to them straight away, in a 

way that won’t frighten them. And yeah, I mean, loads of really good interview practice and stuff like 

that because you do unfortunately need to be able to make an incredible first impression. 

 

BT: And Claire? 

 

CB: I would say, first of all, be really brave. Be totally open, if you can be, about talking about your 

disability, because it totally helps. Following on from what’s already been said, just know loads about 

your disability because then you can answer all those questions, which makes life easier. 

 

BT: Thank you Emma, Dom and Claire. 

You can find out plenty more about all aspects of production, including plenty of advice on into your 

chosen career, from profiles of people working within the industry to tips on sprucing up your CV or 

online profile. 

Pick your favourite search engine and search for the BBC College of Production. 

You can also find our newsletter there – sign up and you can find out about our latest videos, articles 

and podcasts first before anyone else. 

Well that is unless you follow us on Twitter where we post our latest content, useful links and have 

Twitter Q&As with the experts. Join the conversation and follow us @BBCCoP. That’s @BBCCoP. 



 

If you have any questions about this podcast you can email us too at College of Production 

@BBC.co.uk.  

This has been the CoP Show. Thanks for listening. 

 


