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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  two visually impaired people both facing turning points in their lives and both in need of a helping hand.  Jessica Luke was one of many struggling to find that elusive first job.

Luke
I sent off an awful lot of application forms to different companies, often without response, I spent a long time researching and making sure that the applications were tailored to people and it was just very disheartening never to get any – any sort of feedback or to know whether the disability was the problem or whether it was just that there were so many highly qualified candidates.  This was just me independently I suppose a little bit naïve and I just thought I had decent qualifications and a some relevant work experience and I thought surely somebody would say yes eventually.

White
We’ll hear more of Jessica’s story and what turned things around later in the programme.

But first, another story, that of Darren Murinas.  We’re sometimes accused on this programme of concentrating too much on the achievers to the neglect of those people for whom things go wrong.  Well not so Darren Murinas.  Darren spent his childhood at a residential school for partially sighted children.  At 16 he left and secured a job quite quickly.  It was when he lost it that things began to go wrong.  He got into drugs, indeed he ended up serving a four and a half year prison sentence for conspiracy to supply class A drugs.  However, on leaving jail Darren set about turning his life around.  Our reporter Tom Walker has been to Stoke-on-Trent to meet him.

Murinas
My name is Darren Murinas.  I’m currently the Vice Chair of an organisation called Expert Citizens.  We’re an organisation that’s been going for about two years.  We’re a group of people, all living or have been living in the world of complex needs and multiple needs, which that means we’ve either been homeless, addiction or substance misuse, offending, at risk of offending and ex-offending, also mental health as well.

Walker
Working with professionals Darren helped to win funding to provide services for people like himself. 

Murinas
We were successful and receiving £9.8 million off the Lottery to support people with multiple complex needs within Stoke-on-Trent.  This funding is over an eight year period when we hope to use all lived experiences and bringing all the different services and organisations together.  So it’s a seamless service for them people who are living in the most chaotic lifestyles.

Walker
We then went to a hostel for homeless people where Darren introduced himself to a couple he’ll be supporting.

Murinas
Hi I’m Darren from Stoke’s Expert Citizens.  Great to meet you.

Tracy
I’m Tracy from [indistinct words.]

Murinas
And how long have you both been living here?

Tracy
I’ve been here nearly seven months now.  I was in a single room and then I moved into the bedsit with Darren, been here about three months now – is it just under three months in Darren’s bedsit but I’ve been here seven months in total.

Walker
And while there’s no doubt that Darren is making a positive contribution to his community it wasn’t always like that.  He first realised in prison just how much damage he’d done to other people’s lives.  He was waiting in a queue to receive headache tablets when it began to dawn on him.

Murinas
What I did notice was all the young guys going up for Methadone and Subutex which are heroin substitutes and blockers and I was thinking – and a light bulb moment happened and I was thinking god Darren you’ve put some of these young people in this position with some of the stuff you’ve done in your past and some of the drugs you’ve supplied in the city.  And that’s when I really thought I really need to do something, I really need to put something back.  I don’t know what it was that I was going to do at the time.  I saw prison as an opportunity to maybe get myself re-educated and retrained.

Walker
While in prison Darren had found that many of the educational opportunities weren’t accessible to him as a visually impaired person.  However, in his last prison he did find a course run by a tutor who was prepared to meet his additional needs.

Murinas
One member of staff was speaking to me in the corridor one day and asked me if I was interested in cooking.  I says yeah I used to always love to cook at home.  He says – come and join my cookery class then.  So I went and he made me very welcome, he printed all the recipes and everything in super-size, A3 print for me, plastered them all over the rooms and the kitchen so I could see.  And he noticed I had a bit of a talent with cooking and a bit of a talent with other prisoners with communicating to them and so he stuck himself out on a limb and he approached me, he says – Darren how would you feel about coming working up here in this kitchen every day of the week with some of the other students and supporting some of the teachers?  I thought yeah, fantastic.

Nash
My name’s Vicky Nash, I’m the engagement management at Voices.  Well I first met Darren when I started in my role, which was kind of May last year, and Darren had been working on the project long before I was here and he’d just been released from prison when he first got involved.  He’s really committed, you know, he’s in nearly every day.  Like, for example, he went to London last night and didn’t get back till 11 o’clock, so he’s really committed and he’s doing a lot of really good work.

Brown
Darren when you came out of prison or how close to coming out of prison was it that you had an address to go and stay.

Murinas
About an hour before.

Brown
An hour?

Walker
Over lunch I met Jill Brown, the Chief Executive of a Stoke based organisation called Brighter Futures which provides support services to people with complex needs.  She first met Darren when the Expert Citizens group was being set up.  To those people who say that Darren isn’t paying the price for his crimes Jill has this question.

Brown
What is it they’d prefer Darren to be doing?  I’m absolutely delighted for Darren’s sake and for the community’s sake that he’s not involved in drugs anymore.  I’m absolutely delighted for his sake and for the community’s sake that he’s not involved in offending anymore because actually the Expert Citizens are now giving back to their community and I think that’s – when you talk to Darren that’s a very strong theme of what he says – I used to be a taker and now I’m a giver.  And I think it would be really foolish not to accept the gift that people like Darren can give to the community and to support other people and he works very hard supporting and helping other people who are in his situation to be able to give back as well.

Walker
So how did things start to go wrong for Darren?  He says back in the 1990s Stoke was recognised for a having a good rave scene and at the same time as he started to get in with the wrong crowd his granddad died, this hit Darren hard because he’d lived with his granddad from being a child.  

Murinas
I was taking drugs, I was going out most nights and the evening drinking quite heavy and over time people got fed up of giving you things for free.  So I was asked by someone if I’d like to keep a package of drugs for someone and then they would give me drugs in return for saving this package.  And I thought nothing of it at the time, it was only going to be for a few days, so I did and that then started on the rocky road.

Walker
Back at the office there’s a lot of support for Darren but I was interested to know how he’d respond to those people who think he’s getting an easy time.

Murinas
I understand their feelings, I have been to prison, I’ve served my time in prison, I’ve come out and served my time on licence now.  So please give me that chance to show you that I regret every moment of my criminal lifestyle, that it was a fake lifestyle, the people who were around me were not really my friends or family, it was just all make believe.  And it’s so much important to me that I do this, I make Stoke-on-Trent a better place for my victims of crime in my past and for the people we’re supporting in the future.  I was always told I was thick, naughty, stupid, silly.  I’ve contracted a lot of negative labels over the years but what I’ve noticed since I’ve been involved in this project actually I’m quite intelligent really, I didn’t know this before and I’ve got quite a lot to offer an organisation.  And I’ve surprised myself and I wake up in the morning now with a smile on my face and so much looking forward to every day.

White
Darren Murinas in Stoke-on-Trent, our reporter was Tom Walker.

And now for some of your feedback.  Quite a lot of you reacted strongly to the news that in future books and magazines from the RNIB will be produced in a modified format called Unified English Braille or UEB.  It’s justified on the grounds of being easier to learn and produce but many of you, like Richard, aren’t convinced.

Richard
UEB is a classic case of the tail wagging the dog.  Computers have been able to deal with what I call proper Braille for years.  I’m using it to input this e-mail.  If RNIB really wanted to serve everyone they would produce everything in both UEB and traditional Braille and let customers decide.  To my dying day I shall continue to write Standard English Braille for my own use.

White
And Go Guest was one of several people who wanted to give reassurance to Emma Tracy who shared her thoughts last week on being about to become a visually impaired mum.

Guest
I would like Emma to know that once she has her baby she will, I’m sure, cope very well.  My husband Bill and I are both totally blind and had our daughter, Michelle, 36 years ago.  She now has two children of her own.  There are ways round most problems and I really don’t feel that Michelle missed out on anything because we are both blind.  I hope Emma enjoys the years while her child is growing up, they go by too quickly.

White
And now back to Jessica Luke who struggles to get her first job we heard about at the start of the programme.  Jess hasn’t been without her successes elsewhere, she secured a degree at Warwick University and took part in the 2012 Paralympics as part of the GB Goal Ball Team, a game specifically designed for visually impaired players.  That team was funded for a short time by Sport England but believe me there are no lucrative football style contracts out there for Goal Ball players, so Jess had to knuckle down to find a proper job.  Which was when she discovered Blind in Business, that’s a charity run almost exclusively by visually impaired people.  It’s made a huge difference and changed her approach.

Luke
I was actually at a Goal Ball competition, so a sport that I play that probably most listeners will have heard of or at least I hope they’ve heard of it, and there was a friend there who suggested when I said I was having real problems finding work, had I tried the charity called Blind in Business.  I’d never heard of them and I wrote them an e-mail, sent them my CV and we took things from there.

White
So how did they help, what difference have they made?

Luke
I came in to meet with them, we chatted over my CV, the kind of jobs that I’d be interested in.   They talked about different contacts that they had and put me in touch with a couple of people.  So I had an interview or an assessment day as such with the Civil Service and they came to that with me, helped me get there and get back, I think they also provide readers if somebody needs that kind of adjustment in an assessment environment.  They also provided me with contacts who gave mock interviews, so I had some great feedback on mock interviews from a lady who’s HR at Barclays, formerly HR at Barclays, I think she’s now moved on.  Also from a guy who’s visually impaired himself and a manager at BT.

White
And the fact that you were getting advice from visually impaired people did that make a difference?

Luke
Oh that was a real motivating factor I think, from having had so many – not rejections as such but not heard back from anybody and to hear from someone who was in the position that I wanted to be in, in a job that I’d want to be doing and could give me real genuine advice on how to move forward and actually that advice did help me because I had three telephone interviews and was offered several assessment centres and my first assessment centre I was actually successful, so…

White
And can you give me examples – specific examples of the sort of things they told you you should be doing that perhaps you hadn’t been doing up till then?

Luke
So some of it was really basic things that it was structuring my answers in competency interviews, simply picking out three key points – the reason I want to work for here is A, B and C.  So some of it was relatively simple.  Other things were like VI specific, so it was advice about disclosing, about asking for help, about what the process would involve and what adaptations potentially could be put in place.  So for my Centrica one there was a flipchart presentation and I was concerned about how I was going to fair with a pen and a flipchart and felt that I was at a disadvantage and they suggested that I could use my laptop instead and that it wouldn’t be unreasonable for me to be allowed to use PowerPoint.  And I think just allowing me to focus on the actual process, as opposed to worrying about the disability specific things, was really positive.

White
So you’re now with Blind in Business for a six month period.  Can you explain what that involves?

Luke
So I’m working there as an intern, hopefully raising the profile of the charity.  I really want to maximise on the social media, the publicity that we can get through or even doing interviews like this one and try and get more people to take that step and get in touch.

White
So you’re doing their marketing for them really?

Luke
I am yeah.

White
So can we believe a word you say?

Luke
I suppose you’re right but would I have volunteered to do their marketing if they hadn’t done a very good with me?  I guess potentially not.

White
So are they simply there to help graduates?

Luke
No, the thing is that it’s much easier to help graduates to find jobs within the graduate schemes because generally speaking the larger graduate schemes are used to applicants with disabilities, they have teams in place that know how to provide those adaptations whereas a smaller employer may not be used to that kind of disability environment.  Actually I think they’re prepared to help anybody who is prepared to put in the work and to look for jobs and I think that’s the key point really, that job hunting is hard work and you have to be prepared to put in as much as they give back.

White
So how does what they do compare with other routes to help disabled into work, such as Job Centre Plus, Department of Work and Pensions and other charities I guess?

Luke
I think it’s a very personalised service.  So they have people in, it’s a one on one interview but they talk through your CV, what it is you’re looking for and what kind of help they need to provide.  And I guess their knowledge of visual impairment is a key thing, so they’ve got a lot of graduates and if you turn up and you want to go into law they’ve probably got a good 20 or so people that they could put you in contact with who are also visually impaired and have also gone into law and been in your shoes.  And I think it’s that expert knowledge and the contacts that they have that makes the service stand out.

White
So it is – even if it’s not graduate it’s largely professional jobs that they’re helping with is it?

Luke
I would say so yes, I mean not exclusively, there are people that come to us and are helped into work not into a graduate role but it’s easier to find help in the graduate schemes.

White
And I think there are a number of projects coming off where they’re offering help to potential job seekers, I mean what kind of thing are they offering?

Luke
So they do different events.  There’s a speed recruitment event which is sort of like a speed dating but with employers, so you have a 15 minute HR interview, so we’ll maybe put 20 graduates in front of 20 employers and every 15 minutes we move a seat along and you get feedback.  For the employers they’re meeting visually impaired graduates, they’re getting practise at interviewing people and for the graduates they’re getting great feedback and occasionally one of the employers might want to take somebody further or suggest a role.  There’s also an E to E event that they run, which is Education to Employment, that’s a three day residential course that they do.  It’s normally in the summer and that’s where again 20 or so graduates and employers are taken to do workshops, I think they do CV workshops and different employment workshops.  Again more interview practise.  And I think they do activities, I think last year they took them water skiing.

White
Who pays for this?

Luke
Blind in Business are a charity and everything is funded through grant makers, so they write off and they fund themselves, so the services are entirely free to visually impaired and blind graduates and people in general.

White
Now of course so much nowadays depends on things like social media and I think they’re making changes there or you’re helping them to make changes there?

Luke
Yeah definitely I’m trying.  I’m regularly hopefully putting interesting content out there, also our new website launched today which is a real positive for us.  Hopefully I think potentially our other one was a little bit outdated and maybe put people off who came and thought about getting in touch.  So hopefully with the new look, with the social media having regular attention, people who maybe were inclined just to have a look might now take that step and send us the e-mail or come in to see us.

White
Who do you think listening to this could benefit from talking to this organisation?

Luke
I’d say any visually impaired person who is enthusiastic about finding work.  It doesn’t have to be a graduate, as long as you’re prepared to put in the effort to fill in the application forms they’ll help you all the way.

White
Jessica Luke.  And if you’d like to share your own stories of finding or indeed failing to find jobs we’d like to hear them.  You can contact our actionline on 0800 044 044 from now for the next 24 hours.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk.  And if you’re able to go to our website you’ll also find more information about everything in the programme and be able to download tonight’s programme and arrange to receive future ones.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.





