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White
Good Evening.  Tonight, the government wants universities to play a bigger role in supporting disabled students through college. We'll be hearing concerns that this could make it harder for visually impaired students to get the help with equipment and personal support they need and putting those worries directly to David Willetts, Minister for Universities and Science.   And is it harder when you're blind just to "hang out"?  Reflections on the gentle art of killing time. 

Now since the 1970s disabled students have been entitled to an allowance from the government, to cover such things as technology, extra human assistance and the additional cost of fares. It’s non-means tested and non-repayable and it can add up to a good deal of money - up to £20,000 a year for personal assistance and just over £5,000 over the period of your course for equipment. But now the coalition has announced proposed changes to the disabled students’ allowance, which they say will place a greater responsibility on universities to tailor their courses to the needs of disabled students and make the best use of limited public funding. In particular they say they will no longer fund standard computers, or computers which need higher specifications because of the way in which the course is taught and that they will only now fund the most specialist non-medical support. Well this statement is causing some concern amongst those whose job is to help visually impaired students.  But first what about the students themselves? I've been talking to two of them about how they use the allowance at the moment. First, Salia Rashid, who’s studying psychology at Leeds University. She told me first what she was assessed as needing. 



Rashid
They decided that I needed a laptop with JAWS software, which is a screen reading software and also non-medical support, so like a note taker and someone to transcribe the resources for me.

White
And how much non-medical support do you get?

Rashid
I would say around 17 hours a week and that includes transcription of resources, sighted guide and note taking as well.  I’m doing a psychology degree so particularly in my first two years there were a lot of visual modules like biological psychology and cognitive psychology which required a lot of diagrams and a lot of explanation as well.

White
What’s your own view about what should happen to disabled students’ allowance?

Rashid
I think changes do need to be made, this was a system that was brought into place in the ‘70s and I think with technological advances I can understand when they say they want to, for example, reduce the funding for equipment that is standard to other students because if non-disabled students have to pay for it then why shouldn’t we.  But then on balance I think that things such as the socioeconomic backgrounds of where disabled students come from and a lot of individual factors need to be taken into account.

White
Meanwhile, Salim Patel is at the end of his second year of an international journalism course. 

Patel
I use the travel component for me to get from home to university.  The non-medical helpers’ allowance is used for a note taker as well as sighted guide assistant.

White
Do you need someone, do you think, as a separate note taker as opposed to a piece of equipment that might do the same job for you?

Patel
Definitely because even though there is software out there that could take notes or the classes could be recorded if it comes down to, for example, a presentation or we’re watching a film clip with subtitles I need that assistant there to basically tell me what’s going on.  In total a week I get 24 hours which is non-medical help but I can also be eligible for another 10 hours for a transcription facilitator.  I think if I didn’t have that support there in place then I couldn’t be a successful student.

White
And what do you think are the principle of expecting the universities perhaps to take a bigger share of this than the government?



Patel
I think the universities in themselves do as much as they can possible can as it is at the moment.  Each university has a disability advisor, they ensure that whatever they can put into place is put into place and whatever they can help with in relation to DSA they do so.

White
So how justified are Salim's concerns? Paddy Turner is Chair of the National Association of Disability Practitioners, which represents university staff working directly with disabled students.   

Turner
What we’re likely to see really is a postcode lottery, I mean for a number of reasons.  One is some universities have more resources at their disposal as it stands anyway – some are richer, some are poorer – and it is a big question of cost.  But also some universities are and have been much more successful and supportive of disabled students over the years so the distribution of disabled students amongst universities is quite varied.  So in terms of additional costs for those institutions the ones who’ve been most accessible in the past are likely to be punished, if you like, by the additional costs.

White
Universities UK said they didn't want to be interviewed until they had more details about the proposals, but they did give us this statement:

Statement: Universities UK
It is not possible from the information provided so far to determine the scale of this rebalancing and the potential impact on students and institutions.  However, we do know that the removal of non-specialist non-medical help and support will have an impact on the availability and recruitment of the support staff which help to make higher education an option for many disabled students.  Current students are aware that funding is available but the recent announcement that the government will only fund students with complex needs could work against ensuring such a facilitative environment.

Well listening to that is the Universities and Science Minister, David Willetts. 

Minister, as far as visually impaired people are concerned equipment and support, I think, are the two main issues so can we talk equipment first?  What do you mean by standard specification computers?

Willetts
Most young people nowadays have a laptop or computer of some sort as part of their day to day lives and we don’t think that the DSA should be paying for that.  But it will help out, either DSA or the university, if people have a need for specialist equipment that meets a particular requirement as a result of their disability.

White
I mean Saliha also made the point that quite often disabled people are harder up, it may not be just a matter of course that they’ve got an ordinary computer.

Willetts
Well there is of course assistance for people who have low incomes but I don’t think it’s the right use of the DSA to say low income people need help with a laptop and that’s what the DSA is for.  The DSA is for people who have particular specialist needs as a result of their disability and also I have to say needs greater than those which universities should be discharging through their obligations under the Equalities Act.  So what we’re trying to do is reform the system to take account of both – technological change and the obligations under the Equalities Act.

White
Now of course the problem for us is some of our technology doesn’t run very well on standard computers – the software that we use – will you be allowing for that in your funding?

Willetts
Well I can’t get into that amount of detail but I wouldn’t rule that out in principle and in fact what we’re doing now – because these changes will not come into force until the academic year 2015-16 – what we are preparing now is guidance on what it is reasonable to expect universities to do as part of the reasonable adjustments they’ve got to make under their equality duty and where there are special needs that we should still be funding through DSA.

White
So are you suggesting that they should, for example, may be able to provide documents in a form where it can be read by less specialised equipment?

Willetts
Yeah I must say I mean again I can’t pronounce on every specific example but some of the examples of what the DSA was paying for at the moment, in terms of helping with note taking or programmes that involved a lot of diagrams, I did think actually were what universities that were disability aware, under their Equalities Act duties, should be doing to help disabled students anyway and it’s probably more efficient done that way.

White
Right.  Now you’ve said you’ll continue to fund the most specialist non-medical help – that’s quite technical, what does that mean?

Willetts
Well again I mean if you look at the different categories of non-medical help, let me give you one example:  library assistant.  This is the idea at the moment, to paint a slightly simplified picture, you go to the library, if you’re a disabled person, with your assistant to help you access library services.  I think it would reasonable under the Equalities Act to say of the university library that part of the obligations of the library staff was to help disabled people, for example, to put it very crudely, getting books off shelves or whatever.  Now if however you have something very specialised that’s beyond the reasonable training of a librarian or a member of the library staff at that point we would still help out.  To be honest Peter, the DSA has shot up so much in the last few years that we’re not talking about some kind of massive reductions we’re talking about still levels of support through DSA running at the scale that it was operating on until just a very few years ago.



White
You heard there the fear expressed that this could penalise universities who actually have done exactly what you want them to do – have gone out of their way to be accessible and inclusive – therefore have more disabled students and will have to spend more money to sustain their accessible policy, there is a danger of that isn’t there?

Willetts
Yes though we have got the Opportunities Fund, which is about £300 million, that goes to universities in accordance with the number of people that they have from more disadvantaged backgrounds or who for other reasons are going to need support.  So we do already top up those universities that are doing what Paddy was describing in the interview.

White
In the past we have heard about considerable delays in visually impaired students getting the equipment they need and now isn’t there also a danger that it could be delays caused by squabbles over who should fund what?

Willetts
Well that’s why we need very clear guidance on what the universities’ duty is under the Equalities Act and what are the extras that we should still fund and that is what we’re working on at the moment, we’re consulting stakeholder groups, we’re consulting obviously the universities and also representatives of disabled people so that the guidance is practical and effective.  And I’d hate to see people facing delays in getting the assistance they need and I don’t believe that will happen.

White
Well perception is important, visually impaired students might perceive that it’s going to be harder to get funding and that they’ll be put off applying and that has a potential future impact on employment, which I know is what you want to do – get disabled people into work.

Willetts
But that would be terrible if that happened.  But look we only expect in the end universities to do what the Equality Duty provides for in other parts of life, so this shouldn’t come as a surprise for someone who has any disability, they’ll be very conscious of what it is that we expect people running transport systems to do or schools to do as against the extra help they need, we’re applying the same approach to universities.

White
David Willetts. Your comments, please. 

We're still receiving comments from you prompted by our programme across the generations. In particular, talk of activism has sent Denis Killin down Memory Lane. 

Killin
I was interested to hear the discussion about campaigning.  As someone who was involved in the ‘80s in campaigning for disability rights there was a focus on those who had mobility disabilities but perhaps those who had other kinds of impairment assumed they would also get the same rights.  Also there was, I think, a view among some people with sensory impairment that they did not regard themselves as disabled.  I would like to put forward the idea that when benefits, such as Disability Living Allowance, came along it did not consider severe sight loss as important, thus for many years blind people only got the lowest rate available.  Perhaps we’ve relied too much on organisations to do our campaigning for us without each one of us finding our own sense of injustice and fighting for our right to live with dignity.

White
And David Bates has become attracted to the idea of activism as a way of coping with his deteriorating sight. 

Bates
Being unable to follow many of my previous interests my retirement hobby is campaigning against shared spaces as an executive officer of the National Federation of the Blind, which has helped me immeasurably to keep alive and active.  Older people, who can make a real contribution whilst working for nothing, could perhaps be an unrecognised and valuable resource in many areas.  As people live longer more of them are likely to become visually impaired in the future and their problems are likely to be very different to those of blind people who were trained to cope when they were young.

White
Richard Lane too has been casting his mind back for his personal column. He lost his sight over 20 years ago, but he's still discovering some surprising things which are more difficult when you can't see.   

Lane
There are so many things I miss in my blind life.  It’s quite a long list.  Watching cricket – if I really concentrate I can picture Graham Gooch and David Gower flaying the Australian bowlers in the 1985 Ashes.  Listening to cricket is great of course, thank heavens for Aggers and Test Match Special.  Oh and tennis – every time I pass a court and hear the sound of ball on racket I yearn to be playing, serving fast and wild or really going for that running down the line passing shot but over hitting it.  Out!  

Back to reality.  Of course there is so much that you can do when blind thanks to technology, beautiful guide dogs, family and friends, employers and the generally supportive great British public who are often on hand to steer you if your radar goes astray.  

A couple of weeks ago I found myself in Central London for an early morning appointment with two hours to kill before my next meeting.  How exciting, I thought, until I realised that the business of hanging out for a couple of hours on my own – well with Topper my guide dog as well – suddenly presented me with a problem that I had not considered before.  What to do?  How to hang out?  What I really wanted to do was what I used to do half a lifetime ago, what everyone else does – wander around the shops, wander into a café or bookshop, find a quiet corner of a London square or park.  I actually had a fairly sleepless night before my Central London day playing through the possibilities in my mind.  The idea of hanging out was so exciting, so tantalising and the options seemed plentiful but the reality of how to actually do it almost stopped me in my tracks.  I couldn’t hang out in any free spirited independent way – I’m blind.  I would need help to hang out.  Topper couldn’t guide me around Oxford Street as effectively as if he knew where he was.  Oh dear, what to do.  Then a light bulb moment – of course why not a trip to the RNIB?  I could check out the latest gadgets in their resource centre, go into their library, grab a decent-ish cup of coffee in their café.  Of course a great solution and far safer than bimbling around the West End with a nonplussed Topper.  But no, no I heard a voice say – that is the easy option, get out of your comfort zone, take a risk or two - within reason - do what you want to do and do what everyone else does when they have time to kill, assert yourself, smile and hang out as if it was as easy as falling off a kerb with poor white cane technique.  So that’s what I did.

Excuse me?  Hello, sorry to bother you.  I think I’m right in saying there’s a café just over the road.  

Passer-by
There’s one here, right on – right to your right.

Lane
Oh is there, would you mind just showing me to it?  Is that okay?

And it was great fun.  Coffee in a little Italian café, thanks to help from a passer-by telling me where the nearest café was.

Hello, how are you?

Waitress
I’m fine, how are you sir?

Lane
I’m fine.  Any chance you could just show me to a seat please?

I even managed to partially read a national newspaper on my tablet, thanks to its voice.  Then a short walk to Oxford Street and a famous department store where I tried on a pair of jeans.

“This pair looks good on a mature gentleman” – the shop assistant said.  Thanks a lot – there’s a first time for everything.  And then a short taxi ride, thanks to the helpful man on the door at the department store, to another shop where I bought a pair of colourful bright mugs for our new kitchen at home.  The female shop assistant was delightful, carefully explaining the size of the polka dots and colours on the design of the mugs.  It was great fun, it was light, it was liberating. 

How I had loved my morning hanging out, even if it had been a bit confusing for Topper and expensive for me.  The cost of hanging out I suppose but what price independence?

White
Richard Lane.  And by the way, to all you sharp eared cricket buffs who noted that the hymn of praise to David Gower didn't come from a match in 1985, we know, but for contractual reasons, it was the one we could get. We're confident neither Richard or David will mind. 

That's it for today but as always we welcome your comments.  Also, we welcome your questions, we're planning a new occasional series which will tackle questions we're frequently asked, so frequently in fact that we sometimes forget to answer them. So, whether it’s about phones which are simpler to operate, how to carry on enjoying books after you've lost your sight, what you're entitled to in terms of grants or benefits, or how to continue taking exercise or staying fit, or indeed something completely different, we'd like to hear from you. 

You can pose your question by contacting our Actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme or you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk.  And there's more information about today's programme on our website, from where you can also arrange to download this and subsequent editions of In Touch. 

From me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye

