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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  Why Guide Dogs have teamed up with the National Blind Children's Society - are we likely to see more youngsters using dogs to help their mobility in the future?  And still with children - how does having blind parents affect children who can see?  We'll be examining the implications of some new research.

Now we've become accustomed over the past few years to the idea of organisations for blind people pooling resources; the RNIB, for example, has established an association with Action for Blind People and has also taken the Talking Newspaper Association under its wing.  And now we hear that Guide Dogs is to work together with the National Blind Children's Society.  The society, in its own words, will become a subsidiary of Guide Dogs.  The recession and its effects on charities is often at the root of such amalgamations.  Again, in its own words, the NBCS says it now lacks the financial resilience to go it alone.  So what will this mean to the two organisations and the services they currently provide?

Well I'm joined by Richard Leaman who's Guide Dogs chief executive.  Richard, first of all, why are you doing this and what exactly is happening?

Leaman
Well we're primarily interested in working much closer with NBCS in order to provide more services to more children and young people across the country, so this is about ensuring that the two organisations can grow together, can reach mainstream schools and children with sight loss who are in those schools and provide them and their families with a variety of services to get them out and about and to get them on the path to independent mobility.

White
But it is true, isn't it, that money is certainly relevant here - that NBCS is finding it difficult to cope on its own?

Leaman
Well money is always important and certainly in a time of growth where we're aiming to reach many more children we have to be very careful about how the two organisations fund their aspirations.  And so yes money is a factor but we also, based on a pilot we conducted with NBCS last year, called Movement Matters, we're absolutely certain that NBCS and their work with families and their advocacy in schools are a vital ingredient to enabling Guide Dog strategy to get more blind and partially sighted children out and about.

White
We did, of course, approach the National Blind Children's Society, they said that for legal reasons really that it was difficult for them to talk to us at this stage, can you just explain why that might be?

Leaman
Yes, I ought to start by saying it's a very exciting time for both organisations, this is an arrangement that will allow us to both grow and to reach more children.  But it has to be said that we've started consultation with NBCS staff and so right now it really is not a good time for individuals or for the organisation to be commenting on either the structure or the future of the two organisations.  But what I can say is that the NBCS trustees are wholeheartedly behind the merger and are wholeheartedly behind our plans to reach more children and young people.

White
So in the future we can't always expect Richard Leaman to be speaking for the NBCS?

Leaman
No absolutely not, we'll be delighted to put forward a representative once the consultations are complete and the integration is complete, we'd be happy to do that.

White
But in that sense, in terms of the public face, you are now one organisation?

Leaman
We are part of the - a single group, for want of a better expression, the Guide Dogs group but let me very clear that the outward facing side of NBCS - its identity, its brand, its fundraising and its operations - will be completely independent of Guide Dogs, it'll merely be conducted under the aegis of the Guide Dog group.

White
Right, so let's look at what this means to your organisation because over the past few years you've made it clear that the organisation wants more children to use guide dogs, you ran a pilot scheme, now you've removed the minimum ownership age of 16, so is that the root of this for you?

Leaman
It's one  of the significant advantages of working closer with NBCS that we expect a number of children, to whom we've provided mobility services, may wish to move on to a guide dog.  But in a sense it's part of the wider strategy that Guide Dogs has to enable blind and partially sighted people to choose the form of mobility they wish.  So if, as a child, we can empower young children to move around independently with a long cane and at some stage they would like a guide dog then good but some of them we don't expect to want a guide dog.

White
But a guide dog is very seductive for a child, certainly a child that likes dogs and a lot of them do, I mean how confident are you that this is good for children, for a start is there a danger that children fast track to using a dog may miss out on learning core independence skills?

Leaman
This is about the individual Peter and the choices that young people make sometimes they change their mind, teenagers can be very fickle, but the majority of those youngsters who we have assessed and provided a guide dog to have gone on to keep those dogs and we hope they'll continue to use them as long as they want to...

White
But you take my point about those core skills?

Leaman
I do but the key point is about personal choice because at the other end of the spectrum when we see guide dog owners getting older they decide a dog is not for them, they then conclude, as my 85 year old mother has, that they don't wish to go out on their own then Guide Dogs wants to be there at the other end of the spectrum to provide those individuals with a choice to have a sighted guide through our Guide Dogs My Guide programme.  So this is about a spectrum of choices across the mobility journey and we aim to provide a service to people at different stages of that journey in accordance with the choices that they make themselves.

White
Do you think children are ready to take on the care and ownership of a dog?

Leaman
Well most of them, as you rightly say find the dogs very appealing and that's why we're very careful about the assessment process and I would say that over the last couple of years, as we've begun to provide guide dogs to younger children, one or two - and it is literally one or two - have later changed their minds, the vast majority have found the dogs to be an incredible mobility aid and I suspect will go on and use them for the rest of their lives.  But a lot of the children we support in - or we're hoping to support in mainstream schools with long cane training may never go near a guide dog because a long cane may be exactly what they want for as long as they want.

White
Guide Dogs, I think it's fair to say, have struggled to increase the numbers of people using guide dogs, it's hovered around 5,000 for many years, is this partly about raising those numbers which, let's be frank, it's important for your credibility isn't it?

Leaman
No it's not about raising the numbers, if that's what happens we will do everything we can to provide those guide dogs, this is about the total mobility journey.  We understand from our research there are about 180,000 people - blind and partially sighted people - who rarely, if ever, go out on their own and our mission, through the Guide Dog service, which is growing and will continue to grow, we don't have any problem with the demand for the Guide Dog service, in fact if anything we're working hard to match supply and demand, but we're also interested in the early part of that mobility journey for children and as I mentioned the later part with people who are getting older with My Guide.

White
How do you think existing owners will feel about this?  They've traditionally been quite protective of Guide Dogs core role of providing dogs for adults and maybe - and they've often said to you some of the owners - not spreading the net too wide.

Leaman
Well I'm very protective of the Guide Dog service too, it's the core service for guide dogs, it will continue to grow and as long as I'm alive and with Guide Dogs that is the way it will stay.  The National Blind Children's Society work will be independently fundraised, it will be funded by that fundraising and will be a standalone entity.  So we will grow our children's services at a rate that is affordable and at a rate that is consistent with the money that NBCS fundraises.

White
But you foresee this as something which could lead to your supporting people who may never go near a guide dog - is that right?

Leaman
Yes absolutely and in fact the My Guide service last year we reached about 5,000 people with My Guide.  That service has absolutely no intention of forcing people down the guide dog route although one or two of those 5,000 have been assessed and have eventually taken up a guide dog.

White
You are now getting involved in what you might call cradle to grave care and that is quite a departure isn't it really - I mean how is that meant to work?

Leaman
Well we know for sure that we can't do this on our own so the elements I've described - working in mainstream schools with the children, the growing Guide Dog service and My Guide - are absolutely being delivered in partnership.  So My Guide, for example, we've signed partnership arrangements with 41 local societies and we aim to reach more people through their good offices and through their volunteer force.  Likewise the children and young people's work we simply could not expect to deliver that across the country and in fact there are many organisations who are already providing a very good children's service in some areas but to be frank it's a lottery, our aim is to go - to go to identify those gaps and fill them and NBCS is the perfect partner to do that with.

White
But does this suggest though that perhaps things like mobility, which in the past have been the role of local authorities, are you saying this isn't really happening on a number of fronts across the country?

Leaman
In - specifically in children's areas no it is not, we're certainly not looking at adult mobility, I think that's a completely different domain and it's one where there's very strong local VI society, very strong local authority and also some of our major partners like Action for Blind People are deeply involved in that.  No we're about making sure that people at different stages of the mobility journey who are not getting any support are provided it to the extent we can within our resources available.

White
Richard Leaman, thank you very much indeed.

And now for this next item I'd better declare an interest.  Some of my best friends over the years have been blind couples with sighted children and I know for a fact they frequently face the question implied, if not spoken, how do you cope, indeed how do both parents and children cope and more specifically do such children miss out on such things as visual stimuli?

Well now some new research has been conducted at Birkbeck College in London.  In a moment we'll hear from one of the blind mum's involved, Clare Pearson, who has two sighted children - Ella who's eight and Dilys who's four.  First though one of the researchers is Lesley Tucker, so how were the tests conducted?

Tucker
We looked at three different things really, we looked at how the parent and child interacted, we looked at how us as scientists and sighted individuals interacted with the baby in play sessions and we also did eye tracking tasks where we looked at where a baby looked on a video monitor when we cued them to look in different areas.

White
And what did you find?

Tucker
Well with the eye tracking task we could tell that babies did follow the eye gaze of the video that we showed them of an actress looking to either the left or the right and so the babies would follow this video and look in the correct direction.  With the experimenter we found that babies had completely typically developing eye contact with a stranger and played in ways that all other typical babies do and with the parent/child interaction we actually found that babies might look at their parents less for eye gaze but they had more vocalisations.

White
Right, so they were almost registering the fact that their parents didn't see them or at least for some reason or other weren't looking back at them?

Tucker
Well exactly, it's like their brains are flexible and they're interacting with different adults in different ways depending on how they should because of the way that they're communicating.

White
Was this a surprise?

Tucker
It was surprising.  On reflection I guess I don't find it that surprising because babies are so good at doing this kind of thing, like the example of bilingual children having this cognitive advantage because they switch between languages.  So these babies grow up in a different environment and so learn to flexibly communicate with their parents or sighted adults in different ways.

White
So in fact it could be a plus, we're not suggesting people - babies go out and seek - seek blind parents but you are saying that because they have to be almost - can I say more imaginative about the way in which they use information or more flexible about the way they use information, they learn in a more layered way?

Tucker
Very much so.

White
Let me bring in Clare Pearson, you got involved in this research, how did you find out about it and what did you do?

Pearson
I was contacted by the Baby Lab to see whether we would be interested when my second child was around six months old.  I was never particularly worried about my children being disadvantaged because they have two blind parents because both myself and my husband are blind but the study sounded interesting and I was interested to know whether there would be any differences between my children and other children growing up in a sighted household.

White
I mean did you worry about this - the extent to which, for example, your babies - you've got two children - how they were relating to you and whether they were actually looking at you, following your gaze, that kind of thing?

Pearson
I did worry about that when they were babies, yeah, before they could actually vocalise.  I found it very frustrating and very difficult because I couldn't tell if they were smiling, I couldn't tell if they were upset, I couldn't see facial expressions.  But the way I got round that was by using much more touch and using my voice much more and listening and learning the sound of their cries because I found that I could tell the difference between certain types of cry in terms of what they were needing, whether it was feeding or whether it was just general unhappiness.  So it was much more about listening to them and actually touching them.  And I used to actually feel their faces sometimes to feel whether they were smiling or laughing in reaction to what I was doing - reaction to my playing with them.

White
And it's exactly that kind of varied stimulus that Lesley's research seems to show is an advantage.  Lesley, there's another interesting thing - wasn't it - which is that babies seem to  learn that they're not going to get much visual eye gaze from their mums and dads perhaps so they don't bother to look at them as much - is that right?

Tucker
Well they don't look at them - into their eyes as much but when they're with a sighted person they do the same - it's like they switch, they do switch and they tend to vocalise a lot more than other babies, like their language seems to be a bit advanced for their age and they probably need that because they need to describe things to their parents.

White
Right.  I have to say that was exactly the thing that I noticed about my friends - my blind friends and their children that they were incredibly verbal, it really was noticeable.  Clare, I mean you've got now an eight year old and a four year old, would you say that was true of them?

Pearson
Oh absolutely, yeah, from a very young age I noticed that they were much more verbally expressive than other children that we knew - other families.  And again from a very early age I noticed we had a running commentary of what was going on, so they learned to almost audio describe everything to me, when we were out and about in the street they would describe what they were seeing because they soon realised that pointing and shouting look mummy was not going to get them anywhere.

White
So they described things to you and then you could tell them what they were?

Pearson
Yes.

White
I mean what other kind of things do people say to you which has this kind of implication of are your children really being as lucky as other children?

Pearson
On a regular basis when we're out and about say out shopping we do have people who come over to us and say oh you're doing a wonderful job at looking after your mummy to my children.

White
So they're looking after you not the other way round?

 Pearson
That's right yeah.

White
Do you scream or shout or swear or just walk away?

Pearson
I've become quite accustomed to it now.  My usual response is no I'm looking after them, I'm their mother.

White
What do you expect.

Pearson
Yes, yeah.

White
Lesley, just one more thing, you haven't finished with your research yet have you, what do you - I gather you still want some additional help and volunteers?

Tucker
Yes definitely, at Birkbeck we've been doing this study for just over four years, that's when Clare came to the Baby Lab, and in all that time this paper has five participants in it, so it's very, very difficult to find this population.  If we were looking at some kind of - children with some kind of disorder or something like that there's groups and you can try and recruit from specific places but we're just trying to find visually impaired parents who have young infants to study them at a young age.

White
I mean are you partly worried it's too small a sample, is that a problem?

Tucker
Well there's a lot of visually impaired people out there but it's difficult to recruit because there's no like one source to try and recruit from.  And we've had a lot of help from the RNIB and we've had a lot of help from VI mums but other things have tended to be word of mouth of just somebody knew somebody else, this kind of thing.  

White
So what do you need?

Tucker
Well really what we need is we need visually impaired parents and that means our criteria is somebody who cannot see eye gaze at about 15-20 centimetres away and the main care giver is what we would really like to see but families with a visually impaired father would be welcome too.

White
And how old do you want the babies to be?

Tucker
Well we would like to start them as early as possible, we've had a couple of babies come in at four months, then nine months, then 14 months and we follow them through to three years of age but if your baby's older than that we would take participants with a child up to about 16 months of age.

White
Right, we'll let people know how to get in touch.

Tucker
That would be great.

White
Lesley Tucker, Clare Pearson - thank you both very much.

Both
Thank you.

White
And indeed there will be information about that on our website.  We'd also like to hear from you both about the experience of owning a guide dog when you're young and about being a blind parent.  You can call our actionline for 24 hours after today's programme ends, you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and there's a free download of tonight's programme from our website.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.




