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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  the visually impaired youngsters who are leaving school and college with some skills but often no idea what to do with them.  We'll be visiting a so-called Boot Camp where some of them, like Liam, have learnt more than they bargained for.

Liam
It's the first time I've ever had to dance in front of people, which was scary but it were fun because everybody else were joining in and doing the same thing.

White
And we'll also be looking at Moon, which is a reading system particularly used by newly blind people which some teachers would like to see revived. 

But first back to those PIPs or Personal Independence Payments which are about to be introduced by the government as a replacement for Disability Living Allowance which has covered the extra living costs of disabled people for the past 20 years.  Well last week I interviewed the Minister for Disabled People, Esther McVey, and we concentrated mainly on who would and who wouldn't be eligible for the new payments but judging by the considerable responses many of you are still a bit confused about how exactly the new benefit is going to work.  So we thought we ought to answer some of those questions.  With me in the studio is Dominic Twomey, who's a benefit rights manager for DABD UK, that's a charity which provides advice for disabled people throughout much of London. 

Dominic, there were a lot of questions about how to claim for PIP like this one from Derek Howey from Edinburgh.

Derek
I have received DLA for over 20 years and I'm wondering who makes the first move in relation to PIP, do I await the arrival of a claim pack or do I have to initiate an approach to the DWP?

Twomey
My advice would be certainly do not make the first move, the government and the DWP have clearly indicated that they will invite current Disability Living Allowance claimants to make a claim for PIP in the near future but the near future would probably be round about two years' time for somebody like yourself.

White
That in fact relates to the question that Don Wilson - and he wants to know whether the current changes will make any difference to him.

Don
I'm over 70 years of age and I am in receipt of low rate component, lower rate mobility.  Is it true that people in my age group will not have any changes taking place at all?

Twomey
In the near future absolutely not.  He should continue to receive his Disability Living Allowance.  People like Don will only be affected after October 2015 when the vast majority of Disability Living Allowance claimants are being reassessed.

White
Yeah but of course - and we don't even know the extent to which people will need to be reassessed because people over 65 on that key date of April 8th 2013 they will stay on Disability Living Allowance won't they?

Twomey
That's correct.

White
And I think some of the confusion for older people is actually explained by this query from Trish Talbot, she says that the Minister seemed to imply that people over 65 currently on Disability Living Allowance would have to reapply for PIP whereas Trish had understood that they would just go on receiving Disability Living Allowance and she pointed out that in the past people on Disability Living Allowance when they passed their 65th birthday hadn't been transferred to Attendance Allowance, which you only get if you apply over the age of 65.  Can you just explain what the situation is about that?

Twomey
The rules regarding that don't change.  People over the age of 65 on Disability Living Allowance will not at any point be asked to claim Attendance Allowance, they will be invited at some point in the future to look at their eligibility under PIP but yeah, absolutely not, nobody will be asked to stop the Disability Living Allowance which of course contains the very important mobility element and be asked to switched to Attendance Allowance at any point in the future.

White
Have you found there's quite a lot of confusion about PIPs and how it'll be administered?

Twomey
Very much so.  Like all major benefit changes it's very difficult to convey quite a difficult and complex subject matter in easy to understand layman's language.  So I think there's so much concern out there for these changes has caused almost lots of people to panic when they needn't, so I think if the message would have been put across very clearly, particularly in regard to people 65 or over, it would have probably alleviated a lot of concern and worry.

White
So really in a word, to sum up, if you're over 65 nothing very much is going to change.  If you're under 65 you don't need to do anything and you're only likely to be assessed after October 2015?

Twomey
That's absolutely correct, yes.

White
Okay.  Dominic Twomey, thank you very much.  We'll have information from the Department of Work and Pensions on our website and that'll be available via our actionline, details of how to reach that at the end of the programme.

Now it's a tough enough question at the best of times when you're young, so what are you planning to do when you leave school, is usually followed by a lot of mumbling and shuffling.  My own memory is it's tougher still for blind and partially sighted youngsters.  Far fewer employment choices for a start.  Well Action for Blind People has secured Lottery Funding to run courses over the next three years for youngsters between 18 and 25 which it's referring to as Boot Camps.  Well Lee Kumutat doesn't really quite fall within the age range but she went along nevertheless to one held recently in Weston-Super-Mare.  She began by asking Lynne Pierce about the point of these workshops.

Actuality - Classroom

Pierce
It is about enabling young people to see the possibilities of the world of work if you like that's open to them.  So often they're quite restricted in their views about what they actually can do, it's about trying to make them realise they have so many transferrable skills and that they are on a journey - they might not start initially in their chosen career but if they - trying to get them to aspire to a long term realistic career goal.  The whole four days they will each learn something in every area of their life.

Attendee
I left school at 19 and then I went into college.

Kumutat
What were you studying at college?

Attendee
I was studying ICT.

Kumutat
And what kind of job would you like to get?

Attendee
That's the thing I don't know.

Kumutat
And what about you Rachel, how old are you?

Rachel
I'm 25.

Kumutat
And what are you doing with yourself at the moment - are you working?

Rachel
I've volunteered for a place at Newcastle with children.

Kumutat
So what kind of things do you do there?

Rachel
Basically play with the kids.

Kumutat
That sounds like a fun thing to do.

Rachel
Yeah I really enjoy it.  I'm looking for work with children but there's nothing out there at the minute unfortunately with all the cuts.

Actuality

Kumutat
As I sat in on a workshop about the benefits of massage as both a recreational activity and a possible career path I found myself thinking back to when I was in my early 20s.  I'd done fairly well academically and socially at mainstream school and yet I'd floundered and eventually failed a university degree.  I had no idea what I wanted to do or where to look for opportunities to widen my social circle.  So why do some visually impaired people find it so hard transitioning from school into employment, further education and fulfilling social lives?  Sharon Meadows from Action for Blind People outlined some of the factors.

Meadows
They naturally want to become more independent but they've got parents who have looked after their every need for a long time and their sighted peers they would have had problems with cutting the apron strings from their parents but there seems - because of the disability there seems to be a stronger bond.  And like all young people in this day and age their struggling to find employment, so it's about moving into independence, socially, it's about giving them opportunities to connect with other people their age.

Actuality

Kumutat
Making new friends was at the top of everybody's agenda.  Social activities such as a murder mystery night and a disco were laid on to encourage people to mix.  For 18 year old Liam being amongst visually impaired peers meant he felt comfortable enough to take to the dance floor.

Liam
The first time ever I've danced in front of people, which was scary but it were fun because everybody else was joining in and doing the same thing, so...

Kumutat
I can sort of tell there's a big smile on your face.

Liam
Yes it was very full last night.

Kumutat
How did that happen, who got you up?

Liam
Honestly I've no idea, I just got up and danced to whichever song it was.

Kumutat
Do you like music?

Liam
Yeah I do, yeah I love it.

Kumutat
So would you go out and do something like that - would you go to a nightclub, would you have the confidence to do that now?

Liam
I wouldn't no, I'll probably do a few more times of the similar thing we did last night but maybe yeah.

Kumutat
Rosy's 24 and volunteers teaching Braille to adults.  She lives in her own flat in a block of supported housing with other blind and partially sighted people but she says she struggles to make connections in the wider community.

Rosy
I've got quite a few friends where I live, I socialise probably a bit more in small groups.

Kumutat
Would you like more of opportunities to meet new people?

Rosy
Yeah.

Kumutat
Do you find meeting people quite difficult in the community?

Rosy
It can be because sometimes if you go out they don't always talk to you, probably because you're blind or something, sometimes you get a bit ignored but then I can be a bit shy as well.

Kumutat
Would you like to join a swimming club for example, you said you go swimming?

Rosy
That might be good.

Kumutat
Do you think it's confidence?

Rosy
Probably.

Kumutat
In my own situation I enrolled in a government programme and got some paid work experience at a local hospital.  That gave me the confidence to apply for more jobs, landing two at once.  I realise now that expectations of what I could achieve as an unqualified visually impaired young adult were pretty low in some quarters, which I allowed to have an adverse effect on my own view of what I could do.

I asked John Turnbull of Action for Blind People whether he feels expectations of these young people are high enough.

Turnbull
No that is the simply answer to that and it's just such a big shame that the skills, abilities and the qualities, as well as the enthusiasm, the natural abilities that these young people do have is not being utilised in the way that it should be.

Kumutat
And is that part of your role to make them have expectations of themselves to help them do that?

Turnbull
That goes back to some of the workshops in terms of confidence building, self-esteem, that sometimes were picking up people from quite a low level where their expectations of themselves are low because they have experienced other people's as being low.  So it's a domino effect in terms of if nobody expects anything of you why should you expect anything of yourself and we're just empowering them to say why would you be any different to somebody who is sighted.

White
That report from Lee Kumutat.  And we're going to be staying with employment next week when we're looking at how to keep your job if your sight begins to fail.  We'd very much welcome your experiences of this - successful or unsuccessful.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk or you can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme ends.

Now even if you don't know very much about blindness most people have heard of the reading system Braille.  But how many know about a system called Moon?  No nothing to do with the heavens, it was named after Dr William Moon who invented it in the 1840s.  But not many people use it, partly because of its bulk, partly because very few books are produced in it.  However, two fans of the system are Kathleen Gastor and Marion Ripley, now both retired but responsible for a great deal of work promoting reading for blind people which they developed at Linden Lodge School in South London.

Well Marion explained why she'd like to see Moon revived and promoted.

Ripley
I am very enthusiastic about Moon, it would never be the first choice for anybody, if anyone can learn Braille then that's always going to be the better option but there are older people and there are children who perhaps have additional learning difficulties or don't have fine enough motor skills to read Braille...

White
Because Moon is much bigger than Braille.

Ripley
It's bigger and the symbols are more distinctive.  Some of them are very similar to the print alphabet which means that older people who have lost their sight having been print readers it's much easier to learn Moon than Braille.  But also for children with learning difficulties the shapes are more distinctive, they can be much larger and it means that even if they don't turn into competent readers they can still label their orange juice and their apple juice and have a bit of independence and learn some level of literacy.

Gastor
Can I just say this is where - one of the plusses of being at Linden Lodge has been because the school has been very strong in promoting Moon, so a lot of books that are produced for the reading where very simple ones which then went in Moon and then they were used in class, so you could see how it was being developed and that's one of the children that's coming now to read.

White
Right, so I think Caitlin is going to come in and we'll let her show us what she can do.

Actuality - reading

White
How long have you been reading Moon Caitlin?

Caitlin
A year.

White
A year.  How easy is it?

Caitlin
Very easy.

White
Is it?  Are you getting - how many books do you read?

Caitlin
I read loads.

White
Do you read Braille or just Moon?

Caitlin
I read just Moon.

White
And why is Moon better than Braille?

Caitlin
Because it's a good feel.

White
And a bit more....?

Actuality - Reading

White
So is there resistance to the idea of extending Moon because people have had all sorts of ideas about Moon and then there have been problems because it's difficult to find a machine to write it, that kind of thing, what do you think its future is?

Ripely
I would like to think that there is a future for Moon because I know that there are people for whom Moon is the only option in terms of reading.  I know about all its disadvantages but I think if it was well resourced and well promoted it could be a really, really useful way of reading for a lot of people who have no other options.

White
Marion Ripley and Kathleen Gastor.

Well listening to that from our Worcester studio is Nina Osborne, who did learn Moon when her sight began to go and feels it has helped her a great deal.  Nina, just explain how you came to learn Moon rather than Braille.

Osborne
Several years ago I became ill and I acquired quite a high level of physical disability and then about 12 months down the line after that I suddenly lost my sight and I say suddenly, it was very suddenly, my eyes shut and they just refused to open.

White
So what was it about Moon that made it possible for you to contemplate learning a reading system?

Osborne
I was offered Moon, which I'd never heard of, and I was desperate to try anything and it was explained to me that it was very similar to text, that I would recognise some of the symbols.  I was really delighted because as you can imagine coping with a physical disability and then suddenly finding myself totally blind as well I was pretty scared and I didn't have any confidence about ever being able to read again, about ever being able to do anything useful again.

White
So what did you use the Moon for?

Osborne
Originally I used it simply to communicate with my carers and it enabled me and my carers to lead - when my carers went home of a night they could leave me phone numbers so that I could phone family and friends, they could leave me simple instructions for cooking my meals in the microwave and things like that.

White
So did you ever get to the point of actually of reading books with this form?

Osborne
Yes I did.  I went on to read for pleasure, that was great, although the books were huge...

White
It is bulky isn't it.

Osborne
It was very bulky but it was really nice and that is what gave me the confidence then to go to college and to take up education again and to begin to rebuild my life really.  And although I went on to learn Braille Moon holds a really special place for me because it was a bridge from despair really back into rehabilitation. 

White
And do you think it is a runner to revive it, is that possible?

Osborne
Oh I think it is so important, I don't know how we do it but we have to do it, there are so many people out there who will never be able to cope with Braille and for whom Moon could be a real life saver.  I just think we really, really have to find a way to keep it alive.

White
Well Nina Osborne thank you very much indeed.

And that's it for today.  You can download a free version of the programme from our website, that's bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  From me, Peter White, producer Katie Tackett Suki and the team, goodbye.


