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White
Good evening; later today: we'll be meeting the jobseeker who beat In Touch to the punch - by finding a job; and we'll be taking some of this year's key stories and asking: what happened next? 

First though: many of us are familiar with hi-tech devices that promise to give access to the printed word. Many of them cost the wrong side of £2,000 and aren't exactly pocket-sized. But we've just seen the global chip giant, Intel, enter the assistive technology market with a gizmo they're simply calling 'The Reader'. It weighs around a pound, it's roughly the same size as a paperback book.  And it claims to be able to capture text and either display it on a screen, in whatever size you prefer, or read it back to you in synthetic speech. Well Geoff Adams-Spink, who keeps an eye on technology for In Touch, got hold of one and he demonstrated it to Cheryl Gabriel in the studio. 

Adams-Spink
The actual device itself is about the size of a paperback book and it just slots into this stand, which you don't have to have, you can hold this device by hand and do exactly the same job.  I just find it easier, perhaps because of my physical impairment, to use it with its stand.  But we've got it set up from the studio - I've just found a random piece of paper that somebody else had left behind.  Cheryl, when you press the blue button on the base or the plate of the scanner it's going to say shoot mode and then when you press it again it will say focusing and it will take a picture.  So let's do that.

The Reader

Gabriel
Shall I press it again?

Adams-Spink
Yeah.

The Reader

Gabriel
On the little monitor, on this screen here, I can see a photograph.

Adams-Spink
Yeah.  And now if we press the play button here ...

Gabriel
We're actually looking at a little television image.

Adams-Spink
That's right.

The Reader

Gabriel
It's not very clear is it?

Adams-Spink
No it's a very synthetic voice.

The Reader

Gabriel
I find that quite difficult to understand because I'm not probably that used to listening to synthetic speech.  I know a lot of visually impaired people have really, really fast speeds and I can't actually understand it myself because I'm not used to it but when I read it on the monitor and then heard it I could follow it more easily.

The Reader

So that'll read that whole document through in one go will it, if you let it?

Adams-Spink
It will read the whole document through in one go and you can save that document and you could also put that document on your computer.

Gabriel
Can you change the voice at all - can you slow it down or can you change the pitch or the tone?

Adams-Spink
Yes you can.  I mean if I press this button here.

The Reader

Gabriel
Ah this is the secret here because it's too fast for me.

Adams-Spink
Let's try a bit more then at a slower speed.

The Reader

Gabriel
Okay well that's a lot easier isn't it.

Adams-Spink
I think that's right and I think what you're experiencing is what I experience.  When I first had this device I put the speed right down until I got used to the voice and then I've whacked it right up to - I think about 150 words a minute - what you were hearing just now was 90 words a minute - because after you've got used to it you just think oh come on, get on with it, so you do begin to put the speed up. 

Do you want to have a feel of it and see what you think?  Things like the plus button puts it up, that's how you alter the font size for example.

Gabriel
How does this bit of kit, Geoff, differ from other similar products that are out?

Adams-Spink
Well I don't know what you think but I mean I think it's pretty well engineered - it feels quite solid, it feels quite reliable, it doesn't feel like a camera and a computer processor strapped together, which some other devices do.  

Gabriel
Holding it, it actually feels and looks a little bit like a little mini television or a radio, it's quite nice to feel, it's all smooth and sleek and nicely finished off.

Adams-Spink
It is isn't it, some of the teenage testers that they had really liked it because they thought it was - it looked cool, it looked like their sort of hand held gaming devices.

Gabriel
Who's it actually aimed at?

Adams-Spink
Well it's aimed at people like you and me, people with low vision.  It's aimed at totally blind people, who, to be fair, would probably need a bit of assistance in terms of being able to use it, just to do the scanning part of it.  And it's aimed at dyslexic people.  And the designer Ben Foss is himself dyslexic.

Gabriel
So supposing then we wanted to use this say on a train or on a plane and we've got a copy here of Aerial - the BBC in house magazine - so shall we try and see how it copes with say the letters page of that?

Adams-Spink
Let's do that.  Now what you need to do is you need to put the camera into shoot mode by pressing the big blue button on the corner again.

The Reader

You've got to hold it above the text but not like that - remember that the camera's on the bottom edge.

Gabriel
Oh right, so I just point the camera down ...

The Reader

Adams-Spink
Now hold it still and press shoot.

The Reader

Right hold it still.  When you hear that little musical tone that means that you've taken your picture.  To start playing press this blue button here.

Gabriel
Actually I'm cheating because I'm using my hand magnifier.

Adams-Spink
Yeah exactly, put that away immediately.

Gabriel
Right hang on - processing, two more arrows.

Adams-Spink
So it's processing at the moment.

The Reader

Gabriel
That was quite impressive.

Adams-Spink
The great thing about this is that because it's got a big processor inside is that when there's better optical character recognition technology or when there are better synthetic voices you'll just be able to connect to the Intel website and download all [indistinct words] to the same piece of hardware, so it's not like you have to go out and buy another one, you'll be able to upgrade your existing piece of kit.

Gabriel
How much is this?

Adams-Spink
This in the UK, it's just been launched on the market, it sells for a thousand pounds.

Gabriel
That's expensive.

Adams-Spink
That sounds very expensive.  There is a similar product from another American manufacturer that looks like a couple of pieces of technology taped together, that costs two and a half thousand pounds and it doesn't do the job half as well, in my view.  I would suggest that you would only probably want one of these if you're either studying or if you're in work and if you're in either of those situations there's usually help available from your Disability Student Allowance or from Access to Work.  The other thing is to say to you Cheryl that Daisy Books, the kind of things produced by the RNIB Talking Book Library can be transferred from your computer on to this device and so can MP3 files, so no need to pack your music player or your Daisy player, you can put everything on to this one device at least.

Gabriel
Has it got a radio on it?

Adams-Spink
It hasn't got a radio I'm afraid.

White
Shame on it.  Geoff Adams-Spink there with Cheryl Gabriel, thank you both very much.  You can find the details of this equipment on our website, or by calling our action line on 0800 044044.

Now we had intended today that Lee Kumutat would feature the third of our visually impaired hopefuls in search of work but Lee has had to change her plans at the last minute for the very best of possible reasons.

Kumutat
I've come to Coventry to interview Karina Gregory who was one of the people who very kindly volunteered to have us follow them on their path to finding work.  Karina has very inconsiderately in that time gone and got herself a job.  So within the two months of actually contacting the programme she has found full time work, which is fabulous news and congratulations Karina. 

Tell me exactly how it all came about.

Gregory
I was in work until August of this year and because it was a fixed term contract it was decided that my contract should be ended because basically there wasn't a job left for me to do.

Kumutat
What kind of work were you doing?

Gregory
I was working for my local authority, supporting people with disabilities into employment.

Kumutat
How long have you been there?

Gregory
Two years.

Kumutat
Was that something that you'd wanted to do because you were at university, what did you study at university?

Gregory
I actually studied business IT and when I left I was one of those people who just did not know what I wanted to do and I looked for some support and guidance as to what possibly other visually impaired people did but none was very forthcoming.  I went on to a programme organised by Action for Blind People and it didn't really do anything for me.  The other part of that as well was a series of assessments about interviewing and filling in application forms, which was useful but you didn't get anything to keep from it, so it was very well - this is what you do, nice to see you, goodbye.

The other part they taught us about, bearing in mind that it was a course for visually impaired people, was how to make eye contact at interview which in my case direct eye contact was not going to happen because I haven't got that much sight.  That actually made me more nervous because I'd never been to an interview before and I was thinking what's going to happen, they're going to think I'm really strange not making eye contact with them.

Kumutat
So it made you quite self conscious?

Gregory
Yes.  I overcame that myself through going to interviews but it was a case of you haven't got enough experience, that was what I was hearing all the time.

Kumutat
Did it ever occur to you though that they really did need somebody with experience, it wasn't down to your vision loss?

Gregory
No it didn't really because it was one of those things that I thought well I haven't really been able to gain any experience, in the same way that say a sighted peer would because working in a bar would be quite difficult or working in a shop or something like that would be quite difficult and a lot of students do that sort of thing while they're at university.  I knew that I had a lack of experience but I didn't know how to go about getting it.

Kumutat
When you graduated university to when you got your first job what was that timeframe?

Gregory
I left university in May '06, I then went as a volunteer with RNIB, I started my job with the local authority in August 2007.

Kumutat
So you did that job for two years, within a three month period you found another job.

Gregory
Yes.

Kumutat
Between when you lost your job with the local authority and gaining this one how many jobs had you applied for?

Gregory
Between seven and 10 a week.

Kumutat
Tell me what is the job that you're doing?

Gregory
I'm an assessment coordinator.  I book assessments for social workers to assess patients who are leaving hospital but need the support of social services when they go home.  

Kumutat
So you've been in your job for a week, how's it going?

Gregory
It's a lot different to my other job, in terms of it's more office based, but I'm enjoying it and it's going well so far.

Kumutat
Congratulations again...

Gregory
Thank you.

Kumutat
... on getting your job, maybe we'll catch up with you a few months down the track and see how it's all going.

White
Karina Gregroy talking to Lee and Lee is now back in the studio with me.

Lee, pulling some of these threads together.  We heard a number of recurring themes from our three job seekers.  Getting that first foot in the door seems to be the key thing, it's quite difficult isn't it.

Kumutat
That is the key thing.  All three of our volunteers have said that gaining that first experience is the difficult thing.  

White
And what is it - I mean it's also having to prove various things about yourself presumably?

Kumutat
I think so.  I think there are groups that are kind of brokering people with disabilities to employers, so before they get to an interview employers are being made aware of people's abilities.  It's getting past that interview process, where an employer is perhaps feeling that they are too frightened to hire somebody who has a disability.

White
Because there seems to be quite low expectations out there for some people.

Kumutat
There does and we all know what people do when they're frightened - it's either fight or flight - and unfortunately some employers choose not to deal with the problem.

White
Now when you first came up with this idea one of the things that you wanted to do was to compare the experience in the UK with Australia, where you're from, so I mean how do they compare and have you not got anything to teach us?

Kumutat
We've always got things to teach you ...

White
Thank you.

Kumutat
... but it is swings and roundabouts but what I think Australia does slightly better is offer a wage subsidy scheme that isn't quite as comprehensive here in the UK.  In Australia if you get to an interview and an employer is interested in hiring you, as a person with a disability, you can then offer that employer a wage subsidy for about 13 weeks whereby you're being paid a wage, the employer can also choose to contribute to that wage if they want to.  But it just gives a person with a disability a. experience of what a work place is like if it is their first job and b. the employer a chance to actually see that yes this is all going to be possible and they probably were too worried about nothing in the first place.

White
And you said it was swings and roundabouts, I mean have we got anything like that?

Kumutat
There is a job introduction scheme here in the UK which goes for about six weeks, so a wage subsidy is offered for about a six weeks but it does seem to have a lot of conditions attached to it.  One of the other things is that the UK is doing better at providing access to work.  Australia has a similar scheme but it's more about providing assistive technology, won't provide things like taxis and support workers, which is being offered here in the UK.

White
Okay, well Lee thank you very much indeed.  And we certainly are intending to return to Karina and indeed to the other two who gamely volunteered to let us follow them around to see how things are going.

And that's very much the thrust of the next few minutes as well because we wanted to catch up with some of the stories we've investigated this year and just ask what happened next.  Well Mani Djazmi has been finding out for us.  Mani, where do we start?

Djazmi
Well we start in Carlisle and an update on the proposed closure of the Action for Blind People office there.  You went to Carlisle to report on it and you may remember meeting Naj Fraser, who with other visually impaired service users, was campaigning to keep the centre open.  I've been speaking to Naj and Action for Blind People today to get an update and they tell me that a decision is expected in the second week of January following the end of the consultation period which is this Friday.  Action have been talking to Cumbria County Council and social services about finding alternative sources of income and there have been some developments with funding forthcoming for an eye clinic advisor and possibly an independent living officer.

White
What about the centre itself because I do remember going there and it was really rather a nice sort of quite a plush centre really?

Djazmi
Well its future is very unclear, as I say, until the 2nd January.  Naj and her fellow campaigners have been given to understand that it could remain open if - and it's a big if - they find a long term sustainable source of independent finance but she thinks that could run into hundreds of thousands of pounds and so she thinks it's highly unlikely and is expecting there to be at best some changes to be made.

White
Right, now also another thing I do actually remember, manage to keep most of it in my head, next story - the Royal National College at Hereford, who've been through a rather tricky year, lot of staff unrest.  We went up there about seven months ago - what's the latest there?

Djazmi
It's certainly been an eventful year in Hereford and one of the sort of more positive aspects to come out of it has been a new leisure centre, which they've built, partly with lottery funding.  According to the college it's doing very well, you might expect them to say that I suppose.  It provides sports facilities for students and members of the general public alike.  It's also the venue for a permanent exhibition by the charity BlindArt.  But most exciting of all, I suppose, is the fact that it's going to host the World Blind Football Championships next summer, for which a thousand people are expected to descend on Hereford.

White
So we'll probably be covering that.  And I understand that a new principal is now in place as well.

Djazmi
Yes Colonel Geoff Draper's recently taken up the post, in fact last week he began his new job and he's agreed to come on the programme early next year to tell us all about it.

White
And finally Mani, a story close to my heart as a very regular rail traveller, New Street Station where they discontinued some announcements.  What's the latest on that?

Djazmi
That's right, you'll remember they held a trial in the summer where they wanted to reduce the number of audible announcements at concourse level because they felt the sheer amount of them became information overload for most travellers, although many listeners to this programme vehemently disagreed with them.  And that level of passion has paid off to an extent because they've decided, after that trial, to reinstate the announcements to do with train departures but they're going to get rid of announcements to do with train arrivals and stationary trains, which means that they're going to cut around 3,000 announcements.

White
And that presumably, to some extent, was the result of some of the pressure that was put on?

Djazmi
Yes, Birmingham New Street have told me that this was initially a trial and they've had lots of views, some for, some against, as we heard on this programme, and a lot of views against were articulated extremely passionately and have paid off.

White
Well Mani, thank you very much indeed.  And we would very much like to hear from people, particularly those who use New Street Station - has this been the change that you wanted to see or didn't it go far enough or are you one of those anti-announcement people?  Do let us know.

And that's it for today.  The action line number once more:  0800 044 044.  Or you can e-mail bbc.co.uk/radio4 and then go to In Touch.  There'll be a podcast of today's programme as from tomorrow.  And next week we'll have some suggestions for audio books you might like to listen to over the holiday period.

That's it from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


