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White
Good Evening.   On tonight's programme, we give youth its head. I'm pretty well handing over the reins tonight to Kelsey.  Now, Kelsey is 14. He's totally blind, and he's involved with something called BBC News School Report.  Now that’s a project aimed at giving pupils between 11 and 16 the chance to broadcast the news that matters to them. 

Kelsey welcome.  You’re pretty much in charge.  I mean, first of all, I’ll do a little bit of work and then I’ll let you get on with it.  Just give us a bit of background; where you go to school that kind of thing.

Kelsey
So I go to school in Watford, at Watford Boys Grammar School.  I’m totally blind, as you said.  I’m the only totally blind pupil in my school.

White
Tell me a bit about your eye condition.

Kelsey
So I had bilateral retinoblastoma when I was younger, which basically means I now have two artificial eyes. Therefore no light perception and no sight whatsoever.

White
Because that is a form of eye cancer, so they do take the eyes away.

Kelsey
Yeah, so I literally have no eyes. It’s just plastic, artificial.

White
Right.  Now you’re involved in BBC School Report, as I said, which is in its 10th year, so what issue did you want to investigate in your feature?

Kelsey
So I went into the story of the bionic eye, which has been across the news quite recently.  So I kind of came at it at a bit of an alternative angle because I gave more of my opinion that I didn’t necessarily want the bionic eye, even if it was available to me, which it isn’t but if it was available I don’t think I would say yes to it.

White
Okay, so let’s hear your report, which reflects a typical day at school.

Kelsey
Hello.  My name’s Kelsey, I’m 14 years old and I go to Watford Boys Grammar School and this is my day.

Actuality
Sklar
Morning Yaz.  Need to speak to you this afternoon Yaz.  Morning Connor.

I’m completely blind with two artificial eyes.  I had my left eye removed when I was a baby and my right eye removed when I was six years old, so I haven’t been able to see anything for eight years.

We are about to do form time activity before lessons in the morning.  So I’m currently reading what’s on the sheet in front of me, which is Braille, and this is currently titled Should we stay or should we go:  the European dilemma.  This sheet would have been submitted by my form tutor to a team of LSAs – learning support assistants – who work with me and they would have prepared it into Braille and printed it off in Braille and it’s been given to my form tutor to put on my desk for this morning.

Sklar
Initially without having known you properly I was worried about you, I was worried about how you were going to get around, I was thinking how should I help you, how should I kind of allow you to access everything that the school has to offer.

Miss Sklar is my form tutor.

Sklar
But then, having met you obviously, I realised that that was all pointless worrying and that you get on with your life and you get on with things and it’s an admirable quality in you that I think is innate, that you just want to get your teeth stuck into life and I really like that about you.

Actuality – roll call
… Ali, Kelsey.  Lovely thank you guys.  Carry on.

Kelsey
We’re about to go off to maths.  From my form I’m going to go via the Learning Support Department to meet an LSA or a learning support assistant who supports me in maths and then we’ll go up to maths from there.

I started learning my way round the school like 18 months before I actually started in Year 7, so halfway through Year 5, so I’d had a lot of familiarisation but I don’t think I really properly got to know it until I was here sort of all-day, every day.

Actuality – maths lesson
And then X minus Y…

So I’m currently looking over some old work. It’s a revision lesson. I’m reading Braille which is currently about frequency tables.  And I’m going to work from the Braille possibly with a Brailler, which is how I produce Braille in lessons.  I’ll possibly work with Miss Montague, who is my LSA in this lesson – learning support assistant.  

Actuality – Kelsey and LSA
She’s given me data in terms of like the frequency tables but I haven’t got diagrams like these.  I don’t have these.

In things like maths and science, where there is a lot of graph drawing on the board, a lot of demonstrations, there is a learning support assistant with me who can explain what’s going on if it’s not clear, or they can draw it on a resource that is tactile to me so I can see what’s going on on the board. 

My memory’s okay. I can do sort of remembering lines where I need to and sort of replace them but it gets to a point where you’re reading one thing in front of you and you’ve changed when you’re dictating something, so that number has changed into something because of how you’ve made an equation work, for instance, and suddenly you get very confused about what it actually is or you’ll get mixed up between different numbers, so you’ll think one number’s one thing and it’s not.

I’m now heading off to a music lesson for a performance exam where I play the clarinet.

Music practice

When I have to read music I read Braille music, which is Braille but a different code.  I can’t obviously read Braille with my hand and play a woodwind instrument, like the clarinet, which is what I play, at the same time so I generally memorise music or memorise by ear.  I’m playing one of the pieces that I played for my recent exam, which I passed.

LSA
A merit, was it a merit?

Kelsey
Why are you more proud of that than me?

I’ve got a biology test coming up, so it’s now break time so I’m just sort of relaxing before that because I do my exams separate from the rest of my class because of the amount of equipment I have to use and sometimes there’s an explaining if diagrams are a bit sort of confusing or not labelled or however it comes up.

Synthetic voice

I also use talking software on my laptop which I sometimes use headphones but sometimes it’s easier to have out loud.  Yeah, so the amount of stuff, basically I do it independently, so it’s nice to have a bit of time outside at break time, before that, before I get shut in a room for the next hour or so.

So we’re now going into the canteen, which is noisy, as ever.

Actuality
Canteen worker
Sandwiches, so there’s egg mayonnaise….

Miss Beasley works with me in physics and in history.  What’s it like working with me?

Beasley
Oh it’s good fun, you’ve got a very good sense of humour, you’re hardworking and you’re one of the most pleasant pupils I’ve ever worked with.

Kelsey
Mrs Stokes works with me in biology, chemistry and English.

Stokes
You’re good fun, I have to persuade you to enjoy chemistry sometimes but apart from that it’s good.

Actuality
Kelsey
I’m going to go outside so we’ll go out that way.

Kelsey
I’ve come to the VI room or the visual impairment room to come and emboss some English, so to print it off in Braille.  The embosser’s quite loud, which is why we have to have it in a room where other learning support assistants, apart from the ones that work with me, work, we can’t have it in there because it’s just too noisy and it’s quite big as well.  So I’m going to have to tear out the paper now from the embosser.  And a page and a half, a word document, comes out six sides of Braille.

Actuality
Kelsey
But we can write that, so maybe it’s quite remote…

This is Michael, he sits next to me in English.  Michael, what’s it like working with me?

Michael
Quite fun most of the time. You’re very funny and you provide good input during the English lessons and you can help us type faster.  But sometimes it is harder to look at sources sometimes and information.  But most of the time he’s a very good partner and very entertaining to work with.

Kelsey
I’ve been looking into the bionic eye and although it wouldn’t be suitable for my eye condition I wouldn’t choose to have it even if it was.  I feel that living the blind life, as it were, I do things very differently and after getting used to it for so long I like the way that I live and I like how I do things.  I enjoy life as much as anyone who can see, I feel, just because I’m used to the way I live and I’ve made friends and had experiences that people wouldn’t have if they could see and those friends are my close friends and those experiences are ones that I will always remember and I don’t want to lose that.

This is Kelsey at Watford Boys Grammar School reporting for BBC News School Report.

White
And the professional ending as well.  And I have to say Kelsey I’ve heard many a report far less accomplished than that actually go out on the BBC.  You did sound very relaxed and confident, did you enjoy the process of making the report?

Kelsey
It was really good making that report because I think it kind of made me think about my day a lot more than I usually would – what I was actually doing, how things really worked and it also gave me an insight into how the team who prepare the work in Braille for me how they sort of work and how the relationship between them and the teaching staff is.

White
And how was it put together – you had a producer?

Kelsey
Yeah so I had a producer with a microphone who was basically following me around all day.

White
Were you the one deciding what went in?

Kelsey
I had a lot of decision on what we recorded and what was going in.  I got to sort of choose what was worth putting in basically.  And it was very easy to do because we kind of agreed. It worked quite well.

White
There is a question that occurred to me in the body of the report.  Quite a lot of your time is spent with an assistant, as you go round from class to class. I just wondered if that’s inhibiting?

Kelsey
I think it’s certainly easier in early years of secondary school because you’re with your sort of a set group of peers a lot more.  I make friends in each class and it’s just sort of travelling between them that can be the problem.

White
Well that was my point really. Do you feel that you have the chance to make friends, to socialise?

Kelsey
Yeah I definitely do.  Obviously making friends in class and in extra curricula activities.  I make friends who I see outside of school and inside of school.

White
Now you made it absolutely clear in that report that even if it were practical for you to get your sight back you wouldn’t want it, you’re happy as you are.  Regular listeners will know that we recently interviewed a leading eye surgeon who’s been working on an operation dubbed the bionic eye – that was the headline.  Really it’s about retinal implants to restore some sight.  Well we decided to bring you – Kelsey – and Professor Robert McLaren together.  And this is what happened.

Kelsey
So I’d like to ask, sort of, almost, what’s the point of having a little bit of sight restored with the bionic eye, because I think personally, maybe, I think, having a little bit of sight is almost worse than having none at all?

McLaren  
Well, thank you Kelsey. That’s of course a very interesting question.  I think it’s important to point out that the patients that we operate on and use in the bionic eye study, the patients who are working with us on that study, are all patients who’ve had normal vision earlier in life and in fact one of the things we do ask is that all patients must have been able to read with eyesight at least up until the age of 12.  So we know that they have in their brain the ability to see things and the part of the brain that’s used for sight has developed normally.  I agree with you totally of course that if someone has never seen anything before then there would be little point really in trying to bring some vision back because ultimately those individuals may not have developed the necessary connections within their brain to even relay any information from the retina implant or any other technology.

What I would say, however, is that we’re talking about people who have lived their lives using their eyesight and that has then unfortunately been lost through the disease process and the ability for these patients to be able to see the shape of an object in front of them, for instance an open door or someone moving around in the room or the position of a window, for instance, can be very helpful.

Kelsey
Could you just sort of clarify how much sight would be restored though? Sort of how much would they get back through the bionic eye?

McLaren
Well at the moment we’re working on a clinical trial, so we’re really sort of trying to find out more about it. It’s an experimental process, it’s not yet approved as a sort of regular treatment.  So I’ve had some cases where patients are able to see objects in front of them quite clearly, I mean for instance someone would be sitting at a table they’d be able to identify the knife and fork and where the cup is and sometimes the vision for distance might be quite good, outside they may see the shape of an object, the shape of a bus coming towards them at the bus stop.  But the vision is still within a very small central area because the chip itself is only three millimetres across.

Kelsey
I don’t think even if it was an option for me I’d want it because I’m perfectly happy living the life I live as a completely blind person.

White
Robert, do you find that puzzling because you must be meeting all the time people who are – it’s probably not too much to say - desperate - to get sight back?

McLaren
Actually Peter I think quite the reverse, I mean I do have several of my patients who have been blind from birth and what I’ve noticed is that these individuals have incredible perceptive skills with other senses.  One in particular I know very well is an incredibly talented musician and I just can’t imagine that her abilities in music have come purely by chance because obviously the parts of her brain that would have been used for vision, we know that these parts of the brain can be taken over for other functions.  So I think for someone who has been blind all their life I would agree with Kelsey, I certainly could relate to that from the perspective of what my other patients in similar situations have said to me and we wouldn’t consider them for the retinal implant and as Kelsey said it might even make things worse.

Kelsey
I think for someone like me who has been blind for most of my life I think that having some vision restored to me would kind of – it would almost be scary but in the fact that I’d probably try and rely on it more than I was able to.

McLaren
I can do nothing but really agree with Kelsey, I mean he’s made some very, very sensible comments and I think that the impact of someone going blind later in life is far greater I think in terms of being able to adjust to it than someone who has got very poor vision from birth or very early on, simply because they’ve lost the opportunity for the other senses to develop.

White
Can I just ask you Kelsey?  I mean Robert has been very understanding of your viewpoint and he has a lot of contact with visually impaired people, I just wondered what other – how other people have reacted when you’ve said these kinds of things – that you’re perfectly happy as you are.

Kelsey
Mainly among sighted people, so people who can see perfectly, I’ve had a lot of comments that why wouldn’t you want to see, why wouldn’t you want to have that sense back and to have it?  And I think that they don’t understand my viewpoint in that being blind is not necessarily a negative, it’s more something different and I’ve learnt to live with it because I’ve had it for so long.

White
Are they disbelieving? Do they think you’re just being brave?

Kelsey
I think possibly they just think I’m being brave blind person but I think they just need to understand it’s different and different to them is sometimes scary.

McLaren
Kelsey, I’d like to ask you – have you been happy with the interaction you’ve had with your ophthalmologists so far? Have they been understanding with your predicament and how you’ve been treated?

Kelsey
Yeah, so I’ve known them for ages and I think they know me and they get my viewpoint, they understand my point with the bionic eye.

White
Robert McLaren, Kelsey, thank you both very much and you’ve raised some intriguing points between you, thank you both.

McLaren
Thanks very much again.

Kelsey
Thank you.

White
Kelsey with Robert McLaren, who’s consultant ophthalmologist at Oxford Eye Hospital.  And our thanks to him for doing it.

Kelsey, how did you think that went?  I mean how was doing the interview?

Kelsey
I think the interview was very sort of informative and it certainly made me think about other aspects that maybe aren’t so apparent, especially when he’s brought up people who’ve lost their sight later in life.

White
Do you think as you get older you might change your mind? Are there things that you might want to see? Are you really saying there’s nothing the sense of sight could add to your life?

Kelsey
Well obviously I can never say for certain that in 10 years or 20 years’ time I’m going to have exactly the same opinion on this as I do now.  But I think, looking forward, I can’t think of anything that – not so much that I don’t want to see it, as much as I don’t need to see it and I’m very happy the way I am and I don’t think that’s going to change.

White
And is that the frustration in a way, that in a funny kind of way, people can’t believe that you’re having a good time as a blind person?

Kelsey
They really don’t get it, it’s just a hard concept for them to understand.

White
Now you mentioned the future, I know you’re in the throes of thinking about getting a guide dog. What were the issues as far as you’re concerned about it?

Kelsey
I mean if anything the most stupid of issues, however daft it sounds, is that the dog has to walk fast enough.

White
Because you do dash around a fair bit don’t you?

Kesley
I would say I have a fast…

White
I think your producer said she had to keep up with you when she was recording it.

Kesley
I dare say I have a fast walking speed. I think that’s certainly one of the issues that we’ve encountered but I think we’re going to get past that somehow.

White
How would a dog fit into school?

Kesley
By the looks of things the school are working well to prepare for the guide dog and I think not going to be too disruptive to have the dog fit in.

White
And I guess I must ask – if you get around so fast and you’re so confident why do you think you need the dog?

Kesley
One of the reasons that the dog would be such a difference to me that I’ve thought of quite a bit is that a lot of people don’t recognise me with a white cane as a blind person. People go falling over my cane and I’ve had people that don’t believe that children and teenagers can be blind.  I’m just too young to be blind.

White
You don’t fit the image.

Kesley
No, I don’t wear the dark glasses. I’m sorry.  But the dog, sort of, is a lot more recognised, almost symbol of blindness. You know, you see the guide dog and you realise they are blind, they’re not just waving around a toy cane and taking the mickey.

White
And you don’t mind that – that it’s a symbol of blindness?  Some people, that’s the basis on which they’d object.

Kelsey
I don’t mind because I travel a lot and having people fall over your cane and tell you that you’re not really blind and tell you that them tripping over your cane is obviously my fault is kind of annoying.  But obviously there are other perks to having the guide dog. That’s not the only reason. So now that as I’m travelling a lot more as I’m getting older I think I want to take that route.

White
And just finally, future ambitions – job wise for instance?

Kesley
I want to become a journalist.

White
All I can say is that from today’s experience you have every chance.

Kesley
Thank you.

White
Kelsey, thank you very much for coming in.

Kelsey
Thank you.

White
The big day for BBC News School Report is this Thursday and you’ll see and hear young reporters from all over the country across the BBC.

As always you know where to find us if you have points you want to make about the programme.  So that’s it from me, Peter White, producer Siobhann Tighe, and especially Kelsey, goodbye.

I think we need a goodbye from you.

Kelsey
Goodbye.

