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White
Good Evening. Tonight: we'll be hearing from a lifelong campaigner on behalf of deaf-blind people, and from the budding blind author, who has just won her first literary prize, aged 12. 

Clip
If I find out that you can't do those things and you made up excuses why you can't do those things I'll beat you with my big black stick that's in the corner of my bedroom.

White
More from Anna Barham later.

But first, back to the issue of the tough employment situation faced by visually impaired people.  Only around one in three of those of working age are in a job.  Last week we looked at what help was available from agencies for blind people, but listener Liz Cooke came away from that feeling that there was much more to be said, and we've invited her in to say it. She claims at least two qualifications to say more: she works for a company called Access Made Easy which advises both employees and employers on equipment and strategies to help people in work, but perhaps even more to the point, over the last five years Liz has secured four full-time jobs for herself, albeit on short-term contracts; but that's the way of the world today, so she has a track record. 

Liz, welcome to the programme.  The thing you say which strikes me most forcibly is you have to regard getting the job as the job, just explain what you mean by that.

Cooke
If you don't really want a job you can switch off now because you're not really going to get one.  But if you really do want a job you don't have to be passionate about the job, you have to be passionate about getting a job.  That means you need to put in about seven hours a day, five days a week, looking for that job.

White
So that means that you're not talking about going - making an application for a job and then thinking well okay well I've done that now so I'll wait and see whether I get it or not?

Cooke
I'm afraid you must pester, you must find out about the company, even talk to them, and remember it is the squeaky wheel that gets the oil.  You might have to do several hundred applications for jobs.  Getting interviews doesn't mean to say you get the job but you do get the practise of being at an interview.

White
But what about actually finding about these jobs, I mean this is difficult enough for somebody with good sight who can go through all the newspapers, who can look on - look in shop windows, who can go and see what's on the wall in Job Centre Plus, for someone who's visually impaired and not really experienced in the world of work that's pretty tough isn't it?

Cooke
It's very tough.  If you don't have access to a computer and you don't know about computer technology and you don't know that there are hundreds and hundreds of jobs available on the internet how are you going to know where the job is unless someone tells you?  And that's why you really do need to make a good friend of your DEA - Disability Employment Advisor - and he will know or she will know all about the government initiatives that there are now that will help people get into work.  But there's also training schemes - the RNIB do a training scheme.

White
But for you the computer - becoming computer literate - because you haven't been for that long have you, that was crucial.

Cooke
It was absolutely crucial because although I have been employed on a newspaper and I used to be a graphic designer I didn't know anything really about how to use a computer and the internet until 2003 when my DEA got me onto a course with Action for Blind People where I learnt how to use Microsoft Word, send e-mails, receive e-mails and most of all how to find jobs online and how to - even more difficult - actually properly apply on the application form.  And it is really quite specific, there's a person's specification on an application form and you must address yourself to all nine or 10 points that are on that application form and you can by looking at those person specifications predict what questions you're going to be asked at the interview and you should practise them.

White
Is it essential that you - that you go through an agency?  I mean one point occurs to me which is that - and it was a point Lee Kumutat, who did our report last week, wanted to ask - which was do you have to go through an agency, isn't there almost an implication that you come through an agency that you need a lot of help, whereas what you're trying to say to an employer is I can do this job?

Cooke
I think you can do this job when you've got your access technology.  But I would say that if you have a fairly serious visual impairment or you're totally blind you can't do that job without assistive technology and you won't get that assistive technology until Access to Work, which is a government body, has sent a referral to a workplace assessment consultant - Access Made Easy is one of them - and has actually assessed what your needs are.  But you won't get that assessment until you've been offered a job or you are already in a job.  Only one in four visually impaired people and blind people are actually employed and it doesn't surprise me at all.  And until visually impaired people can have access to a computer and to the internet I very much doubt that that figure of unemployment will ever change.

White
Liz Cooke, thank you very much indeed.

And just to add: we asked last week for people who were looking for work who'd allow us to follow their progress as they tried to get a job. We've had a really good response to this so thank you, and we are following up those who've contacted us; so if we've not been in touch with you yet, we will be. 

And more response, this time to our item about the Action for Blind People resource centre in Carlisle which is threatened with closure. We understand that the consultation process on this has now started, but Margaret McDuff was eager that we should know another side to this story. 

McDuff
I would like to point out very strongly that, although Action for Blind People provides a service in Cumbria, it is by no means the only player. I am a service user in South Lakes and the two local blind societies - Barrow in Furness and South Lakes Society for the Blind - are extremely active in support and, indeed, are actively involved with the Cumbria primary care trust in providing a Rolls Royce low vision service based in the community. They also have good home visiting staff and employ a full time IT advisor, not to mention many other services.

In fact, throughout the county there are other local societies at West Cumbria - based in Whitehaven, Carlisle and in the Eden valley. They are all working together in a consortium to ensure as much equality of service as possible.

White
Margaret McDuff, thanks for that.

Now deaf-blind people are still, despite the efforts of a number of organisations, something of a neglected group. One man who has spent his working life trying to improve this situation is Lex Grandia. Born in the Netherlands, Lex, who is both totally blind and hard of hearing (his own chosen description), is now president of the World Federation of Deaf Blind, and just recently he has been given a lifetime achievement award from Sense, that's Britain's national organisation for deaf-blind people. He told our reporter Mani Djazmi what he thought the major achievements of the organisation have been.

Grandia
The World Federation of Deaf Blind has been recognised as an organisation of persons with a special unique disability, recognising the need for persons with deaf-blindness to have education in their own settings, to learn their own way of communication, to learn their own way of mobility.  And also the recognition in the other disability organisations, I mean the needs of a person using a wheelchair are much different than the needs of a person who is deaf-blind.  And in that process we have to talk and talk together and negotiate and talk and explain so far, so long, until we agree and understand.

Djazmi
So really you mean that there needs to be just as much awareness among disabled people of deaf-blindness as able bodied people?

Grandia
Yeah.

Djazmi
I read an account which you wrote of your time growing up in a blind boarding school in which you wrote that you were a person with no borders, what did you mean by that?

Grandia
Everything was organised - what time you were eating, what time you had to go to school, every Saturday, Sunday, Wednesday afternoon three o'clock we had to walk the same route around.  If you never learn to make your own decisions you also don't learn where your borders are.  As a consequence you don't have an identity.  An identity is made by things you are and qualities you have and also has borders of things you are not and qualities you don't have.

Djazmi
And now that you're an international campaigner and very well known in your field do you still think that you have no borders?

Grandia
No I think I have got a little bit borders, especially when it comes to how many hours I have to work.  I have my office at home and my wife is supporting me with everything.  So I try to make the border saying from time to time now the office is closed, I want to read a book, I want to do something for myself.  Slowly I'm learning to not do so many things at the same time.

Djazmi
So now the lack of control that you have in your life is down to your success, rather than an institution?

Grandia
Yeah, yeah I think that's happened, it means a lot to get recognition.  I'm very happy that during the work on the convention on the rights of persons with disabilities in New York I was recognised as somebody who could be leader of the meeting, I was asked to do interviews, I was asked to represent the whole disability movement and that recognition gives in a certain way also satisfaction and makes it not necessary to widen the borders anymore.

Djazmi
How did you get from the child whose every life activity was planned and controlled to the man you are today?

Grandia
Well I think I have to be honest, I think I never got out of that.  When Ann and I go shopping, Ann asks me what shall we eat tonight.  Oh I don't know, I have not been thinking about it or - can you tell me what there is.  Yeah there is the same like there was yesterday.  So I can make decisions when it's about my work and about political things but very elementary life things it's difficult to make decisions for me.

Djazmi
When you're not campaigning and making speeches to important people what do you like to do - how do you relax?

Grandia
Well we have a family party, I play the piano.

Piano playing

I still have a little bit of hearing so of course I'm not a professional piano player, I didn't like all the exercises when I was small, so they threw me out of the piano lessons and I was trying to improvise myself.  I feel it as a way of expressing feelings that I cannot express with words or by making sculptures or other ways but it helps also sometimes when I'm in a bad mood by playing, it goes over and life starts again.

Djazmi
What's the one thing that would make the biggest difference to the lives of deaf-blind people?

Grandia
Education in all areas.  I mean it's not only about learning to read and to write but it's also about communication, it's about socialising, it's about connecting to other people, being a part of cultural life, learning from other people, getting to know society, getting to know what's in it.  That would break the isolation and that would make deaf-blind people curious and will also help them to take active part in society.

Piano playing

White
Lex Grandia talking to Mani Djazmi.

Now, we've already had the Man Booker prize winner this month, but who knows, could the young author of this modern day fairy tale also have a very bright future?

Anna Barham reading
I don't know why the babysitter would do this to me but she did.  I was the oldest of the blind children that Mrs Kipling was minding, besides I had the best eyesight out of those children.  So she forced me to help type a complaint e-mail on the computer protesting about how rude the electrician was to her when he came to fix the lights.  

"Now Anna it is my house and you have to do what I say, whether it is breaking the law, doing dangerous stuff like climbing over electric fences that are very high or difficult stuff like reading tiny letters.  Because you have the best eyesight there is no excuse why you can't read tiny letters." Mrs Kipling explained.

"If I find out that you can't do those things and you made up excuses why you can't do those things I'll beat you with my big black stick that's in the corner of my bedroom."

White
Scary stuff.  Well that's Anna Barham, reading an extract from her prize-winning essay, in a competition sponsored by the Japanese electronics company Onkyo, on the subject: "Braille  literacy changes my way of life". Anna, who's 12 and comes from East Sussex, is the first British winner in the award's seven-year history. Great news for her - for a start, there's a rather handsome cash prize, but much more importantly, Anna ultimately wants to be a writer. When she joined me from our Tunbridge Wells studio, she told me where she got the idea for the essay from.

Barham
When I was about seven I started writing stories and I read a lot of Roald Dahl books and listened to them on cassettes and CDs, that's how I got the imagination.  And I thought I'd better write a book myself.

White
So that rather scary babysitter, is that based on somebody real?

Barham
No that's not based on somebody real, it's all fiction.

White
So it's all out of your head?

Barham
Yeah, it's all out of my head.  And I did this independently and as soon as my mum and I found out that I'd got short listed she just couldn't believe it, she thought I was keeping secrets, she thought it was part of my homework.

White
You did win a cash prize, any idea what you're going to do with the money?

Barham
I might save it or spend it on stuff for holiday.

White
So you haven't quite made up your mind yet?

Barham
No.

White
How and when did you learn Braille Anna?

Barham
Since the end of nursery and the beginning of reception.  First I started off with the basic A B C.  I had a sensory needs teacher at primary school, her name was Jean Thompson, she was a very good sensory needs teacher.  At first I found those like clumpy keys really heavy and it sometimes hurt my fingers.  I was aware of the noise that the Brailler was making, the Perkins Brailler was making, so they gave me the Braille Note, which is basically like a laptop without vision.  It's got Braille keys but it's not so clumpy and I can have it on my lap, I can have it in bed, I can have it without sitting on a table, it's good and doesn't make clumpy noises so it won't upset anyone.

White
Do you find that you get enough books in Braille?

Barham
You can't just go into a normal library and get a blind Braille book off a shelf, you have to order it from the National Library for the Blind.

White
And does that frustrate you that you have to wait and you can't always get the books you want?

Barham
No, because half the time I'm busy working or writing books maybe.  Personally I want to run my own library that does Braille books and print books as well - all different types of books in the world.

White
And all mix them up together?

Barham
Yeah all mix them up.  So anyone can just buy the book they want off a shelf without ordering them and getting frustrated.

White
You go to a mainstream school do you have the opportunity to use Braille at school?

Barham
I have the opportunity, yeah, I use Braille everyday.

White
And how do your friends react to it, because presumably they think Braille's a bit odd really?

Barham
Even my best friend thinks it's really cool and she wants - she sometimes asks me - what's this machine in front of you and what's this - what does this say and what's all this equipment and that's really cool - stuff like that.  My dad even says it's like another language but it's not, it's just English but in Braille.

White
And just finally - blind children have access to computers with speech on them and then there are talking books - wouldn't they be easier ways to read than Braille?

Barham
I like reading Braille actually and I like listening to audio books, so maybe audio books would be easier but I find the Braille particularly easy because I did it for a long time.  If it wasn't for Braille I wouldn't have relied on myself, I would have relied on my mum, my dad, anyone around me to read print and it would have been annoying.

White
It's good to see the banner of Braille being carried by one so young.  That's Anna Barham: and of course Anna's prize has been awarded in the year celebrating the 200th anniversary of the birth of Louis Braille, whose invention bears his name. 

That's it for this week; but you can contact us with your ideas and queries on 0800 044 044; you can e-mail us at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And amongst the things you'll be able to find on our website before the end of the week is the whole text of Anna's prize-winning essay; and you can download a podcast of tonight's programme as from tomorrow. 

From me Peter White, my producer this week Richard Hooper, and the team, goodbye.


