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White
Good Evening. Are children missing out on eye tests which could spot sight-threatening conditions for the future? The Association of Optometrists say they are, and that it's a public health disgrace. We'll be looking at the evidence in a moment. And the smart phone debate goes on: Is supply keeping up with demand? We'll be hearing from the users, and the suppliers.   

First though:  Should schools be doing more to check on the eye health of the children in their care? The Association of Optometrists say they should because parents, they claim, don't see an eye test as a priority, believing instead that schools will be taking care of it. This despite the fact that children under 18 who are in full-time education are entitled to free eye tests.

Well joining me is Karen Sparrow, she's education advisor to the Association of Optometrists.  In Touch isn't a programme in the business of being alarmist, so can we break this down a bit?  What are you actually saying are the main risks of children not receiving eye tests?  We haven't got a nation of children threatened with going blind have we?

Sparrow
No indeed but we do know that children can struggle with their vision and we know that children are very adaptable and assume that everybody else sees the world the way they do, so if they do have something like a squint or a lazy eye they certainly don't think to tell their parents that life looks a little different for them because basically they think that's normal.

White
So you're talking here mainly about eye conditions which could affect the way that - their education?

Sparrow
It can certainly affect their education and how they get on at school, it can also affect their social development, their relationships - how they interact with other people.

White
So from your research how many children don't receive eye screening who should?

Sparrow
We certainly know that 53% of parents from the Transitions Optical Survey don't know that their children are supposed to get their eyes tested and we also know that 10% of parents said their children weren't given vision screening provided by their schools.

White
Well we were trying to establish whose responsibility it is to oversee eye screening and who should have it both before and during school.  We first asked the Department of Education, they told us we needed to go to the Department of Health, they said that eye screening was currently under review and that this was being done by the UK National Screening Committee on Child Vision Screening.  And this is what Dr Anne Mackie, who's their Director of Programmes told us:

Statement
Based on the available evidence, we recommend examinations at birth and at six to eight weeks, with a further test by an orthoptist, or someone trained by an orthoptist, when a child is four to five years old. The evidence for screening older children is inconclusive.

The responsibility for carrying out the screening rests with the local screening programme. How and where children are screened is at the discrepancy of the PCT.

White
Which of course brings us back to individual primary care trusts.  So Karen, are you saying that the primary care trusts aren't actually fulfilling this responsibility?

Sparrow
Certainly in talking to parents we're finding that they're unaware of programmes or that programmes aren't running in their schools.  We know that the level of provision is different across the country.  And parents don't seem to know where to turn if they're not getting that vision screening at the age of three to four.

White
Right, so what you're saying is at school age primary care trusts should be coming into the schools to do it?

Sparrow
Absolutely or providing some programmes such that the parents know where and when to take their children to get their vision screened.

White
Okay.  Well one mother who does feel that her daughter's sight has been saved by early diagnosis, but whose eye condition could easily have been missed, is Tina Markham, who joins me on the phone.  Tina just explain what happened in Katie's case.

Markham
Katie was just under one and I noticed that her vision in one of her eyes - her eye was tending to go out.  And I was quite worried about this and I mentioned this to my health visitor and she just said oh I think it's just a lazy eye, there was nothing to worry about.  But being a mum I was just - I knew something wasn't quite right.  We've got a really good optician - the local optician's that work - that the family uses and they were really, really good - they took her in and they actually noticed that she had a congenital cataract, which is very rare but they picked it up.  So for me it was fantastic because if I'd left it she could eventually gone blind in this eye.  So it was picked up really early and my local optician's did this for me.

White
And how is Katie now?

Markham
She's fine.  She wears bifocal lenses and she regularly goes back to the optician's for a check up which she's fine about, she actually says that she would rather go to the optician's than go to the dentist's, which is really good.

White
So what do you think would have happened if you hadn't taken the initiative on this?

Markham
Well Katie could have actually gone blind, I mean because it was a cataract and it was quite a rare one, so I think her eyesight was saved by going to the optician's.  And I just say to any parent if they've got any worries - it's free, it's something you should do, every parent takes their children to the dentist as a matter of course but I think they should have their vision checked as well.

White
Tina Markham, thank you very much indeed.

We're also joined by Anita Lightstone, who's Director of the UK Vision Strategy, which is the RNIB's initiative to reduce avoidable sight loss.  First of all, just tell us what children's rights to eye screening are.

Lightstone
Well it is recommended through the National Screening Committee and through the report known as the Hall Report that all children should receive the screening that you mentioned earlier - in other words around birth, six to eight weeks, four to five years, in other words as they enter school.  And then of course they are, as Karen said, entitled to National Health Service sight tests.

White
Whose job is it to see that that actually happens?

Lightstone
Well the PCTs are responsible for ensuring that the screening is there, again as you said, discretion of where it's offered - it's generally offered in schools because it's felt that that's where the children are so it's a good place to go.  A lot of them do offer it but of course we're not too sure exactly what they're offering, we do know they're offering screening of some sort.

White
It does all sound a bit hit and miss - might be being seen in school, it might be down to you as a parent - it does rather sound as if there are all kinds of situations in which this could go by the board.

Lightstone
Yes but it is there.  It is done in the majority of PCTs, as I say the problem is we don't know exactly what's done, we're not 100% sure how many of the children in the school get picked up, we know it does vary - some miss out, some are seen ...

White
I mean why might some primary care trusts not be doing it, could money be a factor?

Lightstone
That is a very interesting question.  It's a piece of work that RNIB is looking to do later this year, to start discussing with the PCTs why they're not doing it.

White
And the question that always springs to mind here is you could - in the ideal world - you could screen everybody for everything, you presumably have to look at what's effective.  There was some suggestion, when we talked to the screening body that there wasn't a lot of evidence of how useful this was over the age of eight, I mean are people justified in saying that beyond a certain age this wouldn't yield a lot of results?

Lightstone
Well this is all about the lazy eye part because up to the age of seven, eight the eyes are continuing to develop, so it's mostly looking for children who might need spectacles to correct their vision.  And so RNIB are quite keen to see children when they start secondary school perhaps having another sight test, just to make sure they really can see that board.

White
Karen Sparrow, just finally, the association what would they - they've drawn attention to this but as we hear it's been going on for some time, what would you really like to see happen?

Sparrow
It would be great if we had a universal screening programme that was implemented in 98%-100% of cases but in the absence of that we'd like parents to know that there is an NHS eye examination available to all children and that the high street optometrists can test a child's eyes from the age of birth upwards, it's not that they have to be able to read letters in order to be able to do an eye examination.

White
Karen Sparrow, Anita Lightstone and Tina Markham, thank you all very much indeed.

Now your reactions to that play - last week we featured Marilee Talkington's one-woman show, exploring her reaction to her congenital macular disease, other people's reactions to her blindness: and how she felt about the mother who passed the disease on to her. Strong stuff.  We asked for your reactions, and for those who wanted to hear the whole play we gave a link to it from our website.     Here's just a sample of your reactions, first this unstinting praise from Trevor Jackson.

Jackson 
I am a) sighted and b) a bloke (perhaps that's my disability!) I thought that was brilliant theatre and would love to see it live. Such anger! Such fire! And I don't think it's about blindness. It's about injustice.

White
But Rowena Forbes from Edinburgh came to it with more mixed feelings. 

Forbes
Self-examination or self-indulgence?  I think I have to come down on the latter.  I'm losing my sight over a long period of time and like Marilee have been through all the why me stuff but I guess the whole thing made me feel quite sad.  Marilee seems to have spent a lot of her life feeling bitter and angry.  The visual nature of the show was interesting - the set, the lighting and in particular all the physicality.  That said two things to me:  one, this is not really a show for blind people and two, she still feels the need to prove herself all the time - shooting hoops and flinging her body about.  But I was amazed that Marilee hadn't thought about the different echelons of the blind.  This is an area which fascinates me because there are three sorts - blind from birth; suddenly blind and then there is us - the ones that live in an increasing twilight, having to relearn how to cope every few years.  I don't mind what label people use, although Mr Magoo is too much, just as long as it doesn't impact on what I set out to do with my life.

White
The play, "Truce", is still available through our website for one more week, but again I would remind people it does contain strong language, and explicit sexual references. 

And now back to the issue of smart phones for visually impaired people.  A total revolution in information technology, or an expensive exercise in frustration, as phone technology and our specific needs fail to keep in step? The discussion was prompted by Jane Taylor's email about the increased cost of getting the technology onto your phone in the first place, and the difficulty then of getting a phone compatible with it. But Charles Crisp, e-mailing us from France, says that this is the inevitable price of technological progress. 

Crisp
There are constant complaints of "why do I have to pay again for something that I already have" - but these people want the progress without the cost. Well, someone has to pay and that's the user. Unfortunate but true - as I'm sure many users of JAWS and other screen readers know to their cost.

White
Well we brought together one of the suppliers of specialist technology, and the BBC's visually impaired political correspondent, Gary O'Donoghue, who began by explaining the huge advance that these multi-tasking phones had been in enabling him to do his job. 

O'Donoghue
My colleagues and I have to have access to information on the go, so if you're standing outside the door at Number 10 Downing Street doing lots and lots of live hits for the news channel, they need to be able to send you information from the desk - e-mail - in real time.  And before that I did what other blind people did - which was keep phone numbers in your head, on scraps of paper - just absolutely chaotic - chaotic way of organising your life. And the same thing with a diary.  It's freed up my sort of mental capacity, such as it is, to do other things.

White
But of course for the ordinary punter do you have no sympathy for the person who just wants - okay I'm not going back to the simple phone where you can only make a phone call but where there are a relatively limited number of applications, where you just want a simple phone?

O'Donoghue
There are some quite simple phones, that just have a keypad, a call button, a send button and allow you to do a bit of texting if you want to.  I genuinely think that it's worth putting in the effort, that there isn't a one-stop-shop where this will be handed to you on a plate, I think you do have to go out there, ask around, get to talk to some people, get to feel the phones, get to listen to them with the access software, have a play.  A lot of the dealers I think do actually give quite a lot of impartial advice and I think take the time, spend the time, because the rewards will be I think significant.  You can keep in touch by text with your children, with your parents, with your siblings, with your work colleagues, so you're back integrated - back into the world that other people are inhabiting.  I think it's worth the effort.

White
Let me bring in Steve Knapps of Computer Room Services, they provide a range of mobile accessibility solutions.  As a dealer what's your take on this situation and people's worry that they find it really difficult to get independent information about this?

Knapps
We sell all mobile phone solutions that we know about except the iPhone, which is very hard to re-sell for various reasons.  So in a sense we are independent, we're also a company that is completely run by blind people - I am myself totally blind - we won't sell you a touch screen if we think you won't handle a touch screen.

White
So is it partly a problem of what's actually in the shops because what I've found personally was when I went to try and get phones I'd been recommended quite a lot of them, some of them by Gary here, and they weren't in the shops where I went to look for them?

Knapps
If we say a phone works with TALKS then it must work with TALKS and we can't test them all as quickly as we would like to.  So we only put on the list of phones that we have on our website what's been tested with TALKS and what is known to work, for example.  So it's quite hard to keep up with all of the phones since Nokia are releasing them virtually week by week.

O'Donoghue
You see I would never advise any blind person to go along to a high street store and say let me have a look at your phones and which one of them will work with TALKS or mobile speak, absolutely pointless, absolutely pointless.

White
So what would you do?

O'Donoghue
Well what I would do is I'd talk to - I try and talk to people who already have phones, I might join the odd e-mail list or two - there are loads of e-mail lists that deal with these issues.  I'd look on things like the Blind Cool Tech website, which has loads of reviews of different types of phones and other access solutions for other things.  I certainly wouldn't go along to a shop because you're going to be disappointed.

Knapps
The biggest problem we find Peter is people know the features of the phones but they don't know what the buttons feel like.  So if a phone has flat buttons, some of them have strips, some of them have really good buttons and I recommend at the moment the Nokia C5 for really good buttons, if you want a mobile phone that isn't touch screen.  But you know people like different styles, different types of phones and so on, so it's not just the speech that's the equation.

White
Now Gary you've got one of the new iPhones and I had a look at it and it's a lovely object, and it's flat as a pancake and there isn't a button in sight.

O'Donoghue
There isn't a button in sight but if I move my finger across the screen.

iPhone talking

And it's a very, very different way of interacting with a phone.  And I have to tell you I'm not convinced yet and for some people - some people the iPhone will be an absolute nightmare.

White
Well let me bring in Mani Djazmi because - another of our colleagues - because you have just taken delivery of one of these and I think you think it is a nightmare.

Djazmi
I can only compare with the phone I had before which I had for five years and certainly safely.  And this iPhone -  I mean I don't like the voice particularly, I don't think the pronunciation is all that great.  The speaker out of which the voice is heard is in the wrong place, you have to kind of hold the iPhone away from you to be able to hear it.  And I'm personally someone who likes discretion in these things - on my old phone I had the volume turned almost right down and I had to hold it to my ear as if I was making a call to hear a text message or something but with this you can't really do that and operate it at the same time.

White
How much did you know about it before you got it?

Djazmi
I'd seen one, it didn't have any software on it that I could use, but I knew what it looked like.  But I'd heard so many blind people swear by them that I thought oh there must be something in this and I don't think they're great.  I can't help wondering if some blind people are just sort of sacrificing principles of practicality and efficiency just to keep up with their sighted friends.

White
I want to illustrate how much opinions vary about this because we've literally just had an e-mail from Peter Davy:

Davy
I've been a TALKS user since it was first released in this country and it made an enormous difference to my life.  I must admit however that changing phones was a pain, as it meant getting TALKS installed and an extra £50 for the software upgrade.  But at the beginning of this year I got an iPhone and quite frankly it has changed my life.  The voice over software is superb, being fully integrated, as well as being free.  To be able to read newspapers, eBooks, audio books, podcasts, iPlayer, have a calendar, address book, send texts and make and receive phone calls all in one small pocket device is utterly amazing.

White
Gary that sounds - although you're saying you're not entirely convinced, that's still somebody singing from your hymn sheet basically.

O'Donoghue
It is, although all those things he listed there were possible on a symbian smart phone with TALKS installed, that's something that one does have to say.  Most of the things you can do with an iPhone you can do with an ordinary phone as well.  And it goes back to - interesting what Mani was saying because some of these things - these things are trade off, some people will trade off a bit of practicality, a bit of that, for something they like the look of.  And why  not?  And why not?  Blind people are allowed to sort of be fashion victims as much as anyone else.

White
Gary O'Donoghue.  Your comments please.  

That's it for today; your views are welcome as always, on 0800 044 044 or by e-mailing us at bbc.co.uk, then going to In Touch via Radio 4. There will be a podcast of the programme from tomorrow. From me Peter White, my producer for today Richard Hooper, and the team, goodbye.


