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White
Good evening.  Right - backs straight, Braillers and magnifiers at the ready, as the university and college term gets underway we'll be looking at how to get the best out of that problematic first year if you're a visually impaired student.  And…

Piano music

If the answer is that it goes on forever and ever what's the question?  Let's not always see the same hands!

First though, universities are certainly in the news today but we're getting away from tuition fees for a moment with some advice on how to get the most out of your degree or diploma course if you are visually impaired, in what often seems something of a challenging environment after the certainties of school.  And we're also going to be looking specifically at further education colleges too.  We've invited into the studio Andrea Lewis, who's the policy director of SKILL - that's the National Bureau for Students with Disabilities.  And also a visually impaired student who's been through it all. 

Andrea, perhaps before we forget completely about tuition fees, do we know, from what we've seen, whether that's going to have any specific effect on visually impaired students?

Lewis
Well of course the Browne review came out earlier today.  We don't know the detail of how it might affect the current situation but yes certainly at the moment students can claim the disabled students allowances, if they're going to higher education.  And this is a type of funding which will pay for any extra costs that you may have because of your disability and they're available in higher education.

White
So let's talk about things generally.  I mean what are the important things to get right?  Presumably timing is very important, so what do you need to get straight early on?

Lewis
Absolutely critical.  And it's really important that students go to visit some of the universities that they might be interested in applying for, well before they actually put in the application form, so that they can go and meet the disability advisor, some tutors, perhaps the library staff to find out exactly what support might be available for the subject area that they're interested in studying.  And then having done that, when you get to the application form, applying through UCAS, then probably your next step is going to be to apply for your disabled student allowances and you do this through Student Finance England and the equivalent in Scotland.  It's very important not to wait until you've heard from the universities you've applied to but to put that application in straightaway and to make it clear that you do need to apply for disabled students allowances.  The next thing that will happen is that you will receive a letter from Student Finance England to tell you that your eligibility has been approved for DSA and in the letter they ask you to go to have your assessment and it's really important that students do this straightaway and it is the student's responsibility to get that organised.

White
Do students tend to assume though that that assessment has been done because I bet most people have been - feel they've been assessed over and over again?

Lewis
I'm sure a lot of people will have already had lots of different assessments but the importance of this one is that it's specifically for your new environment at university and for your - the way that your course is going to be taught and how you will be expected to study and have your assessments and use the library resources and so on.  So it's really important that you tell them what kind of support you've already had before but that they can also advise you about what students very often find useful at university.

White
Can we just think about the people who are actually there now in these opening weeks?  I mean what are the common mistakes from your experience that students make at the beginning?  We've established that you should apply for things early but just once you're there and you're making contact with individuals.

Lewis
The key thing is to be able to know who your contacts are at the disability advice service and perhaps to have established a mentor or another student who may be able to help you as you settle in.

White
Do you think sometimes people don't want to ask for help, maybe are to some extent trying to hide their disability?

Lewis
Well that may be the case for some people and we would encourage students to consider the benefits of explaining what their needs are because it's very difficult for the university to meet them if they don't really fully understand what support needs the student might have.

White
Let me bring in Puja Solanki, who's completed both a law degree and her masters, so Puja you've obviously got something very right.  I mean what would your key advice be from your experience?

Solanki
Well I would say the key thing is be proactive.  When you're going for the assessment centre they won't always know what your needs are, yes they can give advice on what might be useful for you but only you know what you are likely to need in relation to your course.

White
So do you need to be quite assertive in a way?

Solanki
You do need to be assertive, yes because the assessor I went to knew nothing - nothing about visual impairment.  You may want people to give you materials in an accessible format, you may want things scanned for you, things read to you out loud.  I wanted the disability advisor at my university to find someone to read to me, so I had to ask them.

White
Sure.  What about more practical things like getting around complicated campuses - you were at the LSE I think, the London School of Economics - being responsible for your own equipment, all that kind of thing, that's what I remember you see, having come from a special school, you were at a mainstream school I think, what I remember was for the first time really having to get round a difficult environment?

Solanki
Yes, it is difficult; you do have to be responsible for your own equipment, that was made easier for me as I lived at home.  In relation to mobility I would also say when you're applying for university try and find a university that is good with the support for disabled students.  LSE had someone in place who would help with exactly this sort of thing, helping people get around, if you live in halls they'll help with things like shopping, so they had a community service volunteer who would help with that sort of thing.  The people in the disability office also helped me with getting around.

White
Right.  Thanks for the time being Puja.

Now we've talked so far about universities exclusively but we've also this request from Penny Thorne.

Thorne
Can you please feature the problems in accessing the correct support for a visually impaired young person going into a further education college as it seems to be a minefield to achieve the correct support they're entitled to?  It is clearly set out for schools and also for higher education but there's no clear pathway for further education.

White
Andrea Lewis, I mean what's the specific drill if you're attending a further education college, how does their system differ from university?

Lewis
Well the big difference with universities and colleges is that at college instead of the student applying to an outside funding body for money specifically for their personal needs, at college that's done for you by the college and the funding doesn't come through the student directly it comes to the college.

White
Which means as a student you've got a bit less control over it?

Lewis
So you have got a bit less control but you have also got less forms to fill in as well, so that could be a benefit.

White
So these are legal requirements?

Lewis
They are legal requirements, yes.

White
And you can therefore point that out if you're not getting what you need?

Lewis
Yes you can and that's something at SKILL that we would be very pleased to help students with.

White
Well we're also joined by Cathy Fletcher from the residential further education college specifically for visually impaired students at Hereford.  Cathy, give us some dos and don'ts for student life.

Fletcher
So if we start with the classroom first of all.  I mean it really is any product or gadget that can help that student to be an independent learner.  The provider they're going to - they should help initially - should help the student identify their working medium - what format will that student access the written word, will it be Braille, large print, audio, electronic.  And it's so important that the student receives their course material and their resources in their preferred medium.  Also the university and college - the student should be asking them what assistive technology do you have on your computer network, do you have screen reading, do you have magnification software; how am I going to access timetables or information on social events.  But if the student is a Braillist will the university or college - will they be able to supply Perkins or Montbattens or even Braille note takers, electronic note takers that students can use, take notes in lessons.  I think students have to take some responsibility for this themselves.  They know their eye condition better than anyone so they have to educate the university and college as to what social activities they'd like to take part in and [indistinct words] adaptations are necessary to help them and embrace the activities and join in with their sighted friends.  For example, [indistinct words] facility sporting activities, will they introduce sports specifically for people with sight loss, like goal ball or maybe if there's a student gym, will they mark up the equipment so the students know where the start button is and where the stop button is.  And we try to give our students the confidence to explain to people what their condition is and what they need to make that transition into FE or HE.

White
Just to end let me come back to Puja Solanki.  What was the key thing that you think that you learnt over that period - did you find yourself growing in confidence as time went on?

Solanki
Yes I did find myself growing in confidence.  A couple of top tips.  I mean I didn't live at university, I travelled from home all three years and because of that, because I don't travel about by myself, I found it very difficult to get involved in social activities.  One top tip is really get involved in social activities - clubs and societies - that are taking place on campus.

White
And how did you get over it because you imply it was difficult, in a way it would have been all too easy to have nipped back home and sort of settled back into that environment, how did you force yourself to do it?

Solanki
Actually it was a sighted peer who travelled from home, a sighted student, that made me realise it was possible.

White
So you knew a lot of people were doing it and you started to think well why shouldn't I do it too?

Solanki
Yes, I thought my sighted friend is travelling from home just like me and if anything she's staying late in the evening, then I can as well.

White
Puja Solanki, Andrea Lewis, Cathy Fletcher - thank you all very much indeed.

Now a big response to our programme last week about whether specific help for disabled people using public transport should be regulated.  And our look at how companies were performing.  And what became clear was that some of you are actually quite impressed with the service you were getting in your locality, although some would like to hark back to past glories.

Correspondence
Why can't they bring back the bus conductor?  They can guide disabled people on and tell them when they get there.  I think the driver has a lot on his mind and is just there to drive safely.  Human beings are more efficient than machines.

I enjoyed listening to your programme last week and often listen, although I have normal vision.  I was particularly interested in your piece on buses and live in Lincolnshire.  I just thought you might like to know that Brylaine, who operate the Boston to Spalding 113, already seem to have driver information to a very good standard.  They wait for passengers to sit down before pulling away, get up to help people with luggage or any difficulty and give careful directions on which number stand and at what times the buses return.

I'm baffled by the resistance to such measures.  Digital displays and announcements are standard for buses in mainland Europe, I really don't understand why it's uniquely difficult for British buses to follow suit.  I firmly believe that announcement systems attract passengers and boost bus business.

White
Those views from Alice Winstanley of Nottinghamshire; John Pratt from Lincolnshire and Mrs Garwood and we don't know where she came from.

We'll be returning to this subject and taking a few rides to test out some of the systems you've been telling us about.  And more of your personal experiences please.

Now as a blind child I couldn't make head or tail of geometry - still can't for that matter.  So did that have anything to do with the fact that I was blind - problems with spatial awareness for instance - or am I just a bit hopeless when it comes to mathematical concept?  Well someone who's been giving this a great deal of thought and come up with some intriguing solutions is Lulu Healey, who's been doing research into the Brazilian education system.  She's been studying the relationship between sensory loss and learning maths and introducing students to some innovative ways of learning the subject.  Mani Djazmi caught up with her on one of her brief visits to this country and she told him about her research.

Healey
Our work has two kinds of strands.  One strand is to develop learning situations that are relatively close to the learning situations that happen anyway in the Brazilian classroom situation.  The other strand of our work is to make use of digital technology to create completely new representations of school mathematics, mostly using sound so that students can, for example, experience a decimal number as a tune.

Piano playing

This is the musical representation of Pi, it's probably known to most school students as the ratio between the radius and the circumference of a circle.  Radius is two Pi or the area of the circle which is Pi R squared, it's three point one four two and it goes on and on and on and on and on …. but without ever repeating the pattern.  You could play it forever and it would never ever repeat the same sequence.

Piano playing

And the idea is that all of the digits after a decimal point are represented by a musical note.  So a number like a half, which has only one digit after the decimal point, only has one note.  So five would be represented by one musical note.  A quarter, which would be zero point two five, would have two musical notes.  Fractions are quite scary and fractions that become recurring decimals are even more scary.  But what we found in our research is that in this representation suddenly fractions like a half as seen as the less interesting fractions and fractions like one over seven, which goes on forever, suddenly become much more attractive.

Djazmi
So how has this helped the students to learn maths?

Healey
I think it can help to change their relationship with things like rational numbers, irrational numbers, with fractions, recurring decimals - all of which can seem very abstract and distant from everyday life and everyday interests.

Djazmi
But why should a lack of sight have any kind of effect on how a person learns maths?

Healey
We believe that it does because we believe that learning mathematics is mediated by the way that you experience the world - the access that you have to the world in terms of language, material tools that you might have available or not in the mathematics classroom, but also in terms of how you personally experience those tools and that language.  So we do believe that there are some differences in the way that blind learners process visual data presented tactically and that means that quite often they notice different mathematical properties than the student who can see.

Djazmi
So much of maths is just done in the head anyway isn't it, I mean there's no difference, I assume, in terms of that kind of maths between whether you can see or not?

Healey
Maybe, I'm not sure.  When I do a calculation of something line 23 times 16 I almost always would write that down on a piece of paper, I wouldn't do it in my head.  Many of the blind mathematics students that we work with would do it just as quickly and just as successfully but without using any external representation.  

Djazmi
So they will write it down?

Healey
No.

Djazmi
How would they do it then because that's a very tricky equation isn't it?

Healey
Twenty three times 16?  Not so bad, they would probably do 23 times 10 and then they would do maybe 23 times five, which is half that and they would add those two together and then do another 23.

Djazmi
Well I probably shouldn't judge everyone by my own standards then should I.

Healey
But of course we've sort of started talking more - much more about number, but another area that we've looked at is geometry and there of course it's very important that blind people, like all learners, have opportunities to construct as well as to explore mathematical figures.  And imagination plays a big part in that too I think.

Djazmi
Many blind people are extremely interested to know how they come across to sighted people, so given the time that you've spent with blind people and the quite in depth study that you've made of them what have you learnt about blind people?

Healey
When I first started working with blind people maybe I was a bit apprehensive, especially because I'm a British person working in Brazil, so when I speak Portuguese I've got a very strong British accent and would they even be able to understand me, would I do lots of things wrong, would it be alright if I talked about seeing things.  Sometimes when you work with the public sector, probably in any country, sometimes you have the feeling that you're kind of walking through mud, it's quite difficult to get things set up and organised and going, and so we'd go to the school and it would all be oh can we do this period, what's going to be happening now, blah blah blah and then we'd work with the students and just come away really impressed by their commitment to learning which doesn't necessarily always characterise students within the public sector in Brazil.

White
Lulu Healey ending that report by Mani Djazmi.  And if you weren't paying attention the answer to our question at the beginning of the programme is of course Pi.

That's it for today but you can call us with your suggestions and queries on 0800 044 044 or e-mail In Touch via the website, that's bbc.co.uk then go to the programme through Radio 4.  And there'll be a podcast from tomorrow.

From me, Peter White, my producer Kathleen Griffin - yes she's back - and the team, goodbye.
 


