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Electronic voice

White
Good evening.  None of us believes that gadgets can solve all the problems which go with losing your sight but there is a great deal of stuff around which can ease the problems if you know where to find it.  And it's not all expensive and hi-tech either.  Sometimes it's been designed with us in mind, sometimes individuals have just discovered that it does the job for them; everything from making tea, matching up your clothes to catching a bus.  Which is why we've decided to devote our latest Blindness for Beginners programme to gadgets.  Questions have come directly from you and so have quite a few of the answers.  And to add their knowledge we've invited two people with a lifetime's experience really of trying to match the right gadget to the right job and indeed sometimes finding no doubt that there isn't one to do it.  Geoff Adams-Spink, who's with me here in the studio and Jane Copsey who joins us from our Scarborough studio.  And it was Jane really who came up with the plan of campaign for this programme, given there's so much we could talk about, which is to take us through a normal day and pick out some of the things which when sight was perfect you did almost without thinking about them, such as waking up and looking at the time.  

Laura Walpole got in touch with us from John Groom Court in Norwich to say that one of their residents wanted a speaking clock and could we recommend one.  I'm going to Geoff first of all on this because there's been quite a vogue for speaking clocks and talking watches haven't they, some of them commercial, some of them produced by the RNIB?

Adams-Spink
Yes I think that's right, I think there are plenty of devices these days with speech chips.  So actually having something speak the time or speak your weight or speak anything isn't the technical faff that it used to be.  The RNIB does produce a nice cube clock, it doesn't actually have a clock face on it but all you need to do is touch it and it tells you the time.

White
Hang on.

Talking clock

There you are, magic.

Adams-Spink
Just like that, just like that.

White
Absolutely.  And I presume this is a cube clock, it's very stable isn't it, that's perhaps part of the point of this.

Adams-Spink
Yes I mean you certainly wouldn't knock it off your nightstand or whatever you want to call it when you're sort of groping in the middle of the night to find out what the time is.  I must say my preferred solution is my old Pure Sonus 1XT digital radio which all you have to do is brush your hand across the top and touch the handle and it speaks the time and I must say in a much more soothing and realistic voice than that.

White
Unfortunately that is not, I think, being sold anymore, is that right?

Adams-Spink
I think you would have to trawl the popular online auction sites, Pete, and find out who's selling one - I certainly wouldn't sell mine, not for anything.

White
We're going to come back to radios in a minute.  Clocks for you - I don't think you're a big speaking clock fan are you Jane?

Copsey
No I can see enough to see an ordinary bedside clock and I prefer an old fashioned travel alarm because I can pick it up and look at the time and set it easily, I'd rather have that than - my husband's got an electronic alarm clock which has got a lovely digital display but ooh dear the bells and whistles to actually set it and to switch it off and to stop it waking you up again in 10 minutes.  So I'm extremely old fashioned about something like that.

White
Right and let me say straightaway if you're already thinking goodness I can't remember all these things we will have details about this on our actionline, on the website and I'll give you details at the end of the programme.

Now if you're anything like me the next thing you do when you wake up - sometimes the first thing I do is put the radio on.  We've talked a bit about that already.  Quite a lot of you have asked us about radio with good features for visually impaired people - clear markings, simple ways of pre-setting favourite stations etc.  Jane, have you got a favourite radio?

Copsey
Yes.  I've only recently gone on to DAB radio because in our area the signal's iffy....

White
That's digital.

Copsey
Digital audio broadcasting, sorry yes, up till then I've used the older analogue ones which basically you twiddle a dial and tune to the stations you want.  A digital one - I've got a Pure Classic 1 which has a nice display that I can read but actually I've found that now that I've got used to it, I mean I've literally only had it a few weeks, I don't look at the display, I know where the stations are, the control for changing stations clicks around nicely so you know that Radio 2, Radio 3, 4 Extra, 4 - you can just find your way.   There are lots of radios made by Pure and indeed lots of digital radios made by everybody so what I would say in general is go and see the radio display working, if that's important to you, I did, I insisted on one of our local radio shops booting one up for me and showing me a display before I bought it.

Adams-Spink
RNIB does sell a talking analogue radio, if digital radio isn't your thing.  And this radio has got some nice big yellow buttons along the top, they're all different shapes so even if you can't see anything at all you'd know which button was which and you can record your own voice describing which radio stations you're tuned to.

White
Okay.  We've also had this from Tony Butler - moving on slightly from radios.  Tony said:  I'd like to know if there's a CD player with big buttons, large print and black text.  I'd just like to say the Wireless for the Blind Fund they now do issue a combined CD player with audio cassette and also radio, which is a Roberts model, that kind of almost does what Tony wants.  It's got good contrast, although not exactly what Tony's looking for because it's got beside the CD controls it has white text beside black controls.  Of course the Wireless for the Blind Fund, that's a free fund which will give radios to blind people and we'll have details about that at the end of the programme as well.

That first cup of tea in the morning after putting on the radio and looking at the time, other than my old staple of sticking my finger in the cup to find out when it's almost full, how to make a cup of tea safely.

Copsey
The wonderful liquid level indicator.  It's a sort of two pronged thing and you put the prongs across the rim of a cup or mug.  Most of them have two sorts of tone - when it gets partly full it beeps once and when it gets nearly full it beeps again, that allows you to put in extra milk or something if you want to.  The RNIB and one or two other places have them and the cheapest one is under a fiver, if you don't pay that.  Some of them vibrate as well.  I've even seen reference to one that has a magnate so you can stick it on your fridge, like a fridge magnate, and you know where it is all the time.  I don't know which one that is but shop around again.

White
It is extraordinary that that was invented and actually took an enormous amount of trouble to sell to people who didn't believe that it would work over 40 years ago and doesn't seem to have been updated at all since then.  Geoff, just any other tips about kettles and heat and so forth, I mean do you have tips of your own?

Adams-Spink
Well I mean I tend to try to avoid things like metal kettles because I think that the plastic ones don't conduct heat so much so you're less likely to scald yourself.  And I'm not really a big fan of these new-fangled kettles that sort of dispense hot water from the top at the touch of a button because they spit like an angry cobra.  I would say the same thing about hot water taps.  I prefer an old fashioned plastic jug kettle to be honest.

Copsey
Think about the colour that the inside of your mug is, if you're making black tea or coffee try and have a white one, if you're making ordinary tea or coffee have a dark one.  In general look around for contrast in the kitchen - most families have got millions of mugs, we have, and you can always find one that just does the job - or one - I've got a Jane's mug, it's actually got my name on, which I use for tea and coffee a lot because it's dark coloured inside and it's brilliant.

White
Time to go shopping.  If you go alone and we admit that takes a lot of confidence earlier on but if you do do that just how independent can you be?  Jane, I mean there are all sorts of things around now in terms of technology.

Copsey
I tend to use the one lens spectacle for reading prices, that means I've got to pick up an item off the display and hold it close to my eye and read it.  For finding which shop I want to go to I've got a monocular lens - a sort of telescope lens - like half a binocular just for one eye because my other eye isn't much good and that's a big magnification, I can walk along the street quite slowly and look and see the name above the shop.  I'm not, I'm afraid, a gadget person for that.

White
And there's quite a vogue for personal shoppers, increasingly stores are tending to introduce that, I see a couple of stores only just at the moment and that's another thing that we're going to be looking at in more depth later on.  Geoff, any shopping tips for you?

Adams-Spink
Yes I'd like to make a plea for a piece of very low-tech equipment to help people with low vision and it's the Agfa Loupe 8X tiny little pocket magnifier.  They are so cheap - they're £8 each - and I tend to buy several of them and keep them probably one in every room of the house and one in my pocket and if you need to look at things like sell by dates, they're always in quite small print and sometimes quite faint print, if I need to check something like that just reach into the pocket and pull one out.  Monocular wise I'm with Jane, I would say I'm probably still using the same monocular I was given when I was at school.  But I did a bit of research when I was asked to come on to this programme and you can get something perfectly serviceable for about £20.

White
Okay.  What about sorting money - this is a nightmare isn't it, you're in a - you're at the front of a queue, there are 10 people behind you, you try and sort out your notes, your coins etc. and you can hear them all going tut tut - tutting - Jane, tips?

Copsey
I have a wallet for notes and plastic, a purse with three compartments for coins but for goodness sake if you're in a queue start sorting it before you get there - find a £20 note or a £10 note....

White
You're so tough Jane.

Copsey
Don't faff about with change.  I use change in my local shops where they know me and if they're not busy and sometimes I'll say this is of more use to you than me and I'll pay for a cauliflower in pennies and tuppencies and if they're not busy they don't mind.  And then if people tut well okay let them tut but if the queue's that long you've got a bit of time to think about it.

White
As a totally blind person I've always used the business of putting notes between two fingers and based on the size of the note you can tell by how far they come up on your fingers, it sounds a bit Heath Robinson but it does actually work - with a fiver and a tenner and a twenty they are different.  I have also recently heard about a piece of equipment - in fact Emma Tracey got in touch and told us about this, a piece of equipment where you can actually - can put the note on a piece of equipment and it will tell you what the note is.  I know you're into your technology Geoff, have you come across that?

Adams-Spink
Yes I have come across this device.  I mean again I can't say that it would be a massive amount of use in that queue where you've got 15 people behind you all tutting and saying come on, come on, come on.  My solution - because I hate fumbling around and faffing about for money - my solution is always to pay with plastic whenever I can because handing over a card and using a chip and pin machine for me is...

White
Yeah but not for a cauliflower Geoff.

Adams-Spink
No certainly not for a cauliflower - well I wouldn't buy a cauliflower because I don't like them.  But again I would go with Jane's solution - hand over a big note and just accept the change and deal with the change as and when.

Copsey
Of course there is an ancillary problem with this - if you put down your wallet or purse or for that matter the remote control for the TV how do you find them again?  We're an untidy household.  One gadget I would get if I couldn't see at all is the Find One Find All key locator and there's versions for wallets and for luggage too if you're in a train and you've left your suitcase somewhere.  Two little key fobs or you can get more, one goes with the thing that you want to locate again, the other you keep with you and you press a button on it and it gives you an audible signal to let you know where it is, that would be absolutely brilliant.

Adams-Spink
Of course you've got to remember where the other end of the fob is so that you don't go and lose that.  And there are some key locators that you can whistle at rather than having to have another piece of kit in your hand.  But the other thing I would just like to say is that I think self-discipline about where you put things down is key here - pun intended.  I have a big bowl on my mantelpiece and I put all the keys that I ever need in that bowl and I know that there's only one place in the house to go and look for the keys.

White
And you don't lose the bowl because it's on the mantelpiece.

Adams-Spink
And it's made of glass and it's very big and lovely.

White
Time to go home I think, perhaps people have earned a rest and a read.  And so people have been asking us about reading methods and favourite reading methods.  Geoff, audio?

Adams-Spink
Both.  For me audio but I don't use the RNIB talking book service anymore because I want to use one piece of equipment, I don't want to - when I travel and I travel quite a lot for business and for pleasure - I don't want to have to take around a whole suitcase full of different gadgets and their attendant chargers, which always tend to weigh quite a lot.  So I actually listen to audio books on my smart phone.  I download them from a company called Audible, I pay a monthly subscription and that gives me two books a month and if I want more than that I can download more than that and pay for them individually.  That's my preferred solution for audio books.  For print I tend to use my tablet device and I download books to either Kindle or another book reader and I can enlarge the text as much as I like or if I'm feeling a bit more tired and my eyes have had enough for the day I can just switch on the screen reader and it can read out the book, although it's not in a nice natural human voice like you would get Stephen Fry reading Harry Potter.

White
Well I was - I was thinking of exactly that - of the people who are relatively newly blind, a lot of what you're saying involves downloading, it involves new bits of equipment, it involves quite a lot of expense, which they may or may not be able to afford, so surely things like the RNIB talking book service with a huge collection of books just read to you in an ordinary voice, particularly if you're not going to cart it round the countryside but have it at home that's still a good solution for people in that situation isn't it.

Adams-Spink
Oh it's a great solution.  I mean it's something like 25,000 plus titles already recorded and they're all very professional, they use top quality actors and other people to read the books, often it's the author themselves that voices their book.  And as you say if you just want to something to sit by the bed, a dedicated player that you can put your Daisy CD into or a dedicated talking book reader that downloads things from the RNIB's talking book service as an MP3 file, depends how technical you want to get.  But no it is an excellent service and it's a one off cost per year.

White
Yeah, I should also say - I mean the RNIB do this, it's probably the biggest but there are others - Calibre is well worth a mention, which is also just talking books read in human voices, a free service, again thousands - I think not quite so many as the RNIB but nonetheless a big choice.  So there are all those sort of things.  Jane, what do you do - you write books I know so do you ever get time to read them?

Copsey
Oh yes I'm an avid reader.  I read Braille, now that's obviously not something for beginners to blindness, so that means that I don't tend to use audio books much myself.  But the talking book service is brilliant and the other sources of audio books - you can buy them commercially too.  Remember that if you've got a bit of sight you may be able to use that for reading, even though it feels different - good lighting is absolutely essential, arty tarty wonderful lighting with spotlights, they look good but it's not good for us.  You'll probably find, if you've got a bit of sight left, that there's a lot more you can do with it than you thought.

White
Just to go back finally to the issue of actually downloading books which Geoff was talking about, we've had this from Lorna Blackney and Lorna says she recommends a gadget called iTell, which plugs into an iPod and basically reads out what's on the screen.  This is basically for the business of navigating and then trying to download things which she says makes it easy to navigate through your iPod menus.  Geoff, I seem to remember you talking about this on the programme before, can you just explain what that is and what it means?

Adams-Spink
Yes it's a gadget that plugs into the iPod and it really gives a screen reader capability, so rather than having to look at all the menus and look at all the song titles and book titles you've got there it reads them out to you and you can then navigate through using the iTell's own buttons.  I mean it's quite a nice small device that adds on to the iPod.  However, I would say that the newer iPods all have screen reading software built in, so you wouldn't need an iTell if you used say one of the newer iPod Touches.

White
Right.  And we are here, forgive my bearer of little brain on technical - technology, are we talking about navigating books to download or are we also talking about navigating them to read as well?

Adams-Spink
Oh we're talking about navigating them to read as well.

White
Okay, just to make that clear.

Copsey
One thing I do think important is people should get themselves a means of taking notes when their sight goes and they can't just jot down something with a pencil and paper quickly.  Either get a bigger pencil or a bolder thing - felt tip pin - get a mini recorder which you can record messages on - the RNIB sell these, they're not too expensive, I think they're sort of £11-ish.  Just make sure that you're in control of that - if the phone goes, somebody gives you a message you can write it down, you're not dependent on somebody else.

Talking clock

White
Be quiet.  Do you know I think that's all we've got time for.  We never said it was going to be comprehensive, that would be impossible, hopefully though it will prompt more suggestions from you, if you've heard something raised on this programme do let us know if you've got an answer to it.  And we have details of the gadgets and services that we've mentioned.  You can call the actionline on 0800 044 044, you can go to our website, that's bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And as usual from there you can also get a free download of tonight's programme.

My thanks to Jane - Jane Copsey - and Geoff Adams-Spink, thank you very much indeed.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


