Transcript: Vision 35 podcast

Nicky Barranger:  Hello and welcome to Vision magazine podcast for April and May. My name is Nicky Barranger and I present the audio magazine, which is produced as a 78 minutes long radio-style programme on CD with lots of news, features, letters and reviews.  We're going to give you a taster of what the audio magazine is like with just some of the highlights from the April / May 2009 issue. If you'd like to join RNIB as a member and receive six editions of Vision a year, you'll find details at the end. 

In this podcast, you can hear more about how people with macular degeneration are learning how to improve their reading through a technique called eccentric viewing. We speak to Jenny Robinson who rated the technique so highly that once she’d mastered it for her own benefit, she trained to be a trainer herself! 
At Vision, we're lucky to receive dozens of letters and in the star letter for this issue, John Prashar tells us about two Disability Discrimination Act cases which he’s fought and won. 

But first, here’s a feature about local societies – Kim Normanton dropped in on a society in Andover who were about to start their line dancing class.

Background noise as introduction: Hello hello how are you - its cold out there - its cold, yes hello - we'll soon get you warmed up - absolutely, yes - she likes to watch and join in, don't you Elizabeth?
Janet Mason: Hello my name is Janet Mason and I’m the co-ordinator of a local charity here in Andover. Our charity, Andover VIPs, was started in about 1992 by a group of visually impaired people who wanted to be more active and with the help of social services this group was formed. And in 2000 we decided to become a charity because funding was difficult. They run the group with the help of sighted volunteers. It’s a very active group and we have a wonderful line dancing teacher who really does help us - Mike Towgood.

Mike Towgood: That's it - the only dog that can line dance! [Laugher].

Participant: . . . shall we start? Go and say hello. [Sound of a dog scampering across the floor].
Mike: Hello, my darling. Nice to see you, nice to see you . . . Hello I’m Mike Towgood. I’m a line dancing instructor. I’ve been teaching visually impaired people for 12 years and line dancing for 22 years. The actual visually impaired side of it came when my daughter in law’s parents, who are blind, suggested that we did a bit of line dancing and since then it’s just grown and grown. 

Kim Normanton: Do you make any adjustments - is there anything you do differently? 

Mike: Turning seems to be a bit difficult at times so we just adjust it instead to do shuffles or step forward so yes you can compromise a bit and still make the dance enjoyable. 

Kim: Were you a bit nervous at first about how it would go? 

Mike: No not really having confidence in my ability to teach I thought it’s worth a try and it’s been very successful. 

Background noise: Mike talks through steps. And that’s it – come on let’s have a go. 

Kim: Is there any particular benefit to line dancing over other types of dancing? 

Participant: You don’t need to have a partner - you can come along and dance on your own. A lot of my people are elderly and have lost their husbands so they can come out and it’s a social activity and it’s very good exercise and I think that’s one of the main things – you don’t have to have a partner. 

Background noise: 12345678 rock forwards and back and side behind with a cha cha cha. 

Tina: Hi, I’m Tina and I’ve been line dancing since last March. We don’t take it seriously, you get plenty of exercise and it’s a good laugh. And I’d recommend anyone to come. Even if you don’t know anyone when you first come you can do it on your own but you do tend to get to know people. 

Kim: Do you ever do it on your own at home?  

Tina: Yes, when I’m waiting for my dog to finish her food. I’m practising the steps in my head and going along in the kitchen. If my son were to come he’d probably think I’m mad (laughs.)

Premila: I’ve been line dancing since last year. 

Kim: What made you decide to come along? 

Premila:  I enjoy it and it’s good to keep fitness up and it gets me out the house and helps me socialise with others.  

Kim: Have you made a few friends here?

Premila:  – oh yes I have. And does everyone help everyone else?  Yes we do have a good group of volunteers who shift us in the right direction when we’re getting out of line because I’m totally blind I have to remember the steps. 

Angela: I like music and I like helping other people because I’m a volunteer helper. For instance, if Premila goes too near to the front I sort of position her back. 

Kim: Does it make Friday special? 

Angela: Yes we’re learning together as a group we’re working as a team and it gives us something emotional and physical and lifts our spirits. 

Dee: I like line dancing we found it very heavy going and strenuous because we’re all elderly, we’re all old. I’m 87 this year.
Joy: And I’m 86. 
Dee: But I live in a first floor flat where I have to walk down stairs. I used to walk down stairs and catch my foot up – take another step and catch my foot up.  But since I’ve been line dancing I walk down the stairs – slowly but properly down the stairs. And I’m quite chuffed with that because though we were all aches and pains and vowing not to do it again - we turned up the next week and yes, it releases all that tightness in your bones and it pays off. And also as you get into it, it’s very enjoyable. 

Joy: Yes, but we do lots of other things as well. Armchair exercises and swimming and craft and woodwork.

Dee: I go to woodwork on Thursday nights that’s fun and enjoyable. 

Janet:  We have people in our group with all levels of sight loss from partially sighted to totally blind. They all work together and the activities cover all levels of sight loss. We also have holidays - I arranged a couple last year with an Action for Blind People hotel.  We have lots of outings - at least 6 on a monthly basis. And we also like walks – long walks and short walks and "no walks". And people who go on the "no walk" just come for lunch and it always ends up at a pub so we really enjoy that. We like having parties – three a year normally. Not only for our members but also for people who help us: local dignitaries and local companies. I have to say we did perform for one of our parties last summer and it was really good and fulfilling for members to do that. 

Premila: Well Mike came along and decided to get us all on the floor to show them how line dancing was done. Then we got other members and guests to join us. We didn’t get our steps wrong did we Mike? 

Mike: No, you did very well  - I was very proud of you. 

Kim: Have you got any tips for other societies who might like to try line dancing? 

Mike: Well just to have the courage to go ahead and have a try.
Janet: Well I’d just recommend they have the courage to go ahead and have a try. 

Kim: Would you recommend people join a club? 

Premila: Yes, and if they don’t have one in their area why don’t they get together and form one.  

Tina:  And it’s not just the social aspect - if you’ve got problems there’s probably some other visually impaired person who’s been through it who you can talk to and get ideas from. And you’re never pushed into doing anything you don’t want to do. If you only want to sit and watch, or sit and talk, there's always somebody there.
Nicky: Thanks to the foot tapping members of Andover VIP’s and 

their teacher Mike Towgood.  Now, you might be wondering if 

there’s a local society in your area, or how to set one up. Kim 

Normanton has been speaking to Lance Clarke, the Chief Executive of  Surrey Association for Visual Impairment (SAVI) and former Chairman of NALSVI – the National Association for Local Societies for Visually Impaired People. 

Lance: The first thing they can do is phone the NALSVI Administration Officer. That’s Sue Ferguson, a nice lady, and she will be able to put them in touch with their local society.  And they will be able to advise them as to what they do and don’t do. Now when it comes to a local society that doesn’t do very much – and remember some are small and others large. There are 122 in all. If they don’t do very much and a group wants to set something up, they should still talk to their local society but Sue or the RNIB through their Membership scheme - will be able to help them set something up.   

Kim: If somebody wants to set up a society, if there isn’t one in their area. What advice would you give? 

Lance: I warmly welcome this – there’s no reason why small local societies shouldn’t set up. But do go through the NALSVI Administrator, Sue. She will talk to the current Chairman and if there is a large area, which needs local support, we will send somebody from NALSVI, usually chief executive of a large organisation, as well as somebody from a smaller organisation. And we’ll help them with all the advice they need to go to the Charity Commission, to get the structures right. It often seems  quite frightening but it doesn’t need to be.  On the other hand, don’t set up a small local society where there is already one in your area - that’s my advice. It just creates a lot of duplication. Just go back to that small local society and ask to get involved, to increase the services.  

Nicky: Thanks to Lance Clarke for that. If you want to know more about a local society, contact Sue Ferguson at NALSVI on 01302 571 888 or email her on sue@nalsvi.org
Now onto our second feature. If you have Macular Disease, reading can become increasingly difficult. But a technique called eccentric viewing –  a way of retraining the brain to read  - is proving very useful and converts are going out and ‘spreading the word”. The essential idea is that instead of being fixated on what you can’t see, you learn to concentrate on the bits that you can. 
Jenny Robinson has been teaching eccentric viewing in Southampton for 18 months. I went to meet her and one of her pupils Molly Owen. I asked Jenny exactly how the method works. 

Jenny: It’s a case of finding an area outside of the central sight loss that still has some useful vision. And most people don’t realise that they have these areas because the only way you can identify not being able to see something is by looking at the sight chart, and you use your centre of sight. It's something you've done all your life. But there are areas beyond the centre, before we get to the peripheral that have some useful vision. And it's a case of identifying that through a few tests and then teaching the person to use that by drawing it to the centre of where they're trying to use their sight and have some useful sight for reading.

Nicky: Because we're told that it’s not the eyes that see, it’s the brain. Is it a question of just retraining the brain slightly, to concentrate on the areas you can see?

Jenny: Yes, within two weeks of being taught the process, most people were able to actually look away from the area they were trying to see, but at the same time seeing by actually focussing slightly to one side or another or above or below. And the brain does it automatically after a short time. It’s surprising.

Nicky: Molly Owen, you've been working with Jenny now for how long? You're well into the programme for eccentric reading now aren't you?

Molly: For about six months.

Nicky: And what difference has it made to your ability to get about and reading?

Molly: A tremendous difference to my reading: straight away wasn't it? Once I'd looked at this chart, Jenny could pinpoint from that chart where the good spot was in my eye. So then if I looked over to the left, I got it in focus.

Nicky: So you don't move your eyes, you don't move your head.

Jenny: No you don’t move your eyes, you don’t move your head, and you don't move your magnifier, if you’re using a magnifier – you move what you’re trying to read and let it run underneath the magnifier, so you’re keeping a constant focus all the time.

Nicky: Can you remember – you said about six months ago that you started this – can you remember the first time that you picked up some print and had a go – how did it feel?

Molly: Well it took a little while to get used to it. It didn’t sort of come automatically but I had to remember what Jenny had taught me, and once I had got used to that, it comes automatically now. I can pick up a book or something to read it and automatically I start looking to the left.

Nicky: You automatically look to the left.

Molly: Yes.

Nicky: And are you looking at the words out of…

Molly: Yes. Oh yes. Yes.

Nicky: What difference has this made?

Molly: Oh a lot of difference to me cause I love reading. And also the TV Times which I couldn't read, I couldn't read the programmes, and now – that takes a bit longer cause it's smaller – but I can find the programme I want in there and sort it out. I'm reading large print library books…

Nicky: But for somebody else, listening to this with Macular Degeneration, who may not have heard of eccentric reading, what would you say?

Molly: Oh go for it every time, truly.

Nicky: Do you know how they find out about it Jenny?

Jenny: Just contact the Macular Disease Society. If they have macular degeneration then they hopefully belong to the Macular Disease Society and receive Side View. Quite often it’s mentioned in the magazine and there's always the contact number anyway to get in touch and ask about eccentric viewing. We've now got about 80 trainers across the country. We're about half way through the programme of training with the lottery grant, and we're hoping to have getting on to 200 trained by the time the project's finished.

Nicky: Are some people looking for a magic fix? Mind you it does sound like almost a magic fix but do some people want a magic fix, Jenny?

Jenny: Very definitely, because they just think this is going to be the answer for everything and it's going to happen in five minutes and I'm going to go back to speed reading. I'm sorry but you’re never going to go back to speed reading if you've got Macular Degeneration.

Nicky: But typically, how quickly will your reading skills improve, amongst all the people that you've trained?

Jenny: Within that first hour.

Nicky: Normally I wouldn't be so indelicate Molly, as to mention such a thing as age but I think it is important to say how old you are – how old are you?

Molly: I'm 89. I shall be 90 in May. So you're never too old to learn.

Jenny: Absolutely.

Molly: But you must persevere with it mustn't you, Jenny.

Jenny: Absolutely.

Nicky: Did you feel in the early days, this is too difficult, I want to give up?

Molly: No no, no. Because I was so pleased, what Jenny was there, that first lesson I had, that I could read. I just wanted to get on with it.
Nicky: So for example you've got a magazine there, perhaps Molly you could just read us a little bit there just to prove that, not that we don’t believe you, but that it's been a huge success.

Molly: [reading]: Good news in the gloom. [Pause] Forget the credit crunch: Open Sight brings some good news for the visually impaired. 

Nicky: Fantastic. Fantastic.

Jenny: The one thing that really struck me, apart from the fact that Molly ran towards me when I arrived, was the fact that she couldn't wait for me to go because the library is only just around the corner. And she wanted to get to the library to get a large print book! [Laughter] On the same day! She was that enthusiastic about it.

Nicky: Were you really Molly?

Molly: I was! I got a lovely book too, non-fiction. And I couldn't put it down! [Laughter]

Jenny: She was all "thank you ever so much Jenny!" you could see she was putting her coat on, ready to go!

Molly: I thought it might disappear if I didn’t get it done straightaway.

Jenny: Absolutely.

Molly: Yeah.

Nicky: Thanks to Molly Owen and Jenny Robinson for that and if you’d like more details about eccentric reading please contact the Macular Disease Society on info@maculardisease.org or telephone 01264 350 551.

And now for an example of one of the many letters that members share with us. Our star letter for April / May is from John Prashar who comes from Wakefield in West Yorkshire. John wrote to tell us about two Disability Discrimination Act cases, which he’s fought and won:

John: The first one related to being refused access to a public house with my guide dog. I was told that the guide dog couldn't stay in as it would be a problem with his (the landlord's) dog and also they'd be serving food later on that afternoon. We issued papers and then we ended up at the county court and we argued the case out. And I think the issue that I wanted to draw people's attention to about this particular day was the unpleasantness of the day itself. The defendants were very unpleasant and there were all sorts of counter allegations that that wasn't the dog that came on the day and did I really need a guide dog. The solicitor who was defending their side was particularly unpleasant. But we won the case and I got through it OK.

The other case I wanted to share was one related to taxis. These were council run hackney carriages actually and I've had several problems. One of the main things that has been a difficulty for me is that often I'm on my own when I try and use taxis and they often just refuse and drive off. Then obviously I'm left without any information, which makes taking a case out almost impossible.  But luckily on this occasion I had a witness with me so we got all the relevant details and made a complaint to the council concerned They immediately took out a case themselves against the taxi drivers. So I also had to take out a common law case myself against them. And this case was quite different because as soon as I issued papers - which cost £120 each - the drivers had my name and address and they both contacted me and made a settlement with me as they had already been found guilty by the council's licensing complaints system. So they settled with me straight away so that was a much easier case. But I think the learning point on that one for me was that it might have been better to at least contact the drivers concerned, with a letter via the council, prior to issuing the papers. We could have saved everybody a load of hassle because the papers aren't easy and £240 into the bargain, and I just added that on to what they had to pay. And that just seemed like a shame really as I think they were acting in ignorance really and not out of maliciousness. So just a learning point for people really on two quite different cases. 

Nicky: Thanks for that John. And for the star letter John wins a new product from RNIB - a talking atomic radio-controlled watch. And if you think you may have a disability discrimination case then call RNIB's Helpline for advice on 0303 123 9999. 

We hope you enjoyed this taster of Vision magazine. If you'd like to join RNIB as a member and get the full 78 minute magazine on CD or in another format, six times a year, plus a range of other benefits, please contact the Membership team on 0303 1234 555 or email membership@rnib.org.uk
