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Introduction

67 = The current percentage of blind and partially sighted people of working age who are unemployed in Scotland.

92 = The percentage of UK employers who believe that it is either "difficult" or "impossible" to employ someone with impaired vision. (Finding from a survey of 2,000 employers by the Department for Work and Pensions, published in "Report, Number 202".) 

The original "This Is Working" report, published in 2008, countered the prevalent belief among employers in the UK that people with sight loss cannot achieve in the mainstream workplace. We compiled ten case studies of people in Scotland with sight loss to prove there were positive examples of individuals who were working in a variety of challenging occupations and there were employers providing supportive working environments for blind and partially sighted workers.

"This Is Working 2" tells the stories of a further 10 blind or partially sighted people who are sustaining and developing in exciting careers. Their stories prove how people with sight loss can and do contribute to the workplace. This is supported through the strong testimonies of the employers involved.

Carri Walker, a sales and marketing manager encourages employers:  "You are employing a human being with skills, abilities and knowledge and not just a pair of eyes."

However, the unemployment rate among people with sight loss in Scotland remains too high. At 67 per cent, it still far exceeds the unemployment rate of 55 per cent for people with other disabilities, and is an outrageous 15 times greater than the figure for the general population ("Measuring progress towards a smart, successful Scotland", Scottish Executive, 2006).

"This Is Working 2" shows again how the challenges of sight loss are being overcome in the workplace by some exceptional people and some enlightened employers. It explains how employers can play their part in providing equal opportunities in the job market and describes the resources and support available from RNIB Scotland, Jobcentre Plus and elsewhere.
Aidan McCorry, Apex Scotland
"I am director for corporate development, one of two directors who report to the chief executive of Apex Scotland, a charity working with ex-offenders. I'm responsible for quality issues, staff development, IT, marketing, human resources and business performance. I co-ordinate all these activities.  

Apex Scotland has 150 staff in all, based throughout Scotland and I oversee around half of these. I directly line-manage six people, who in turn manage others."
Aidan's sight loss was exacerbated by a workplace accident. "I'd had a detached retina about ten years previously," he says, "but two years ago I tripped on the carpet in reception and banged my head against a door. This resulted in damage to my optic nerve.  I'm registered as blind but I can get around with a stick.

"When I was off after my accident, I made it very clear that I wanted to come back. My colleagues maintained contact with me and the organisational support I've had from Apex Scotland has been fantastic."

Because the organisation's head office, where Aidan is based, is located in a listed Georgian house in Edinburgh's New Town, there was a limit to the adaptations that could be made to the building. However, door-frames were painted a contrasting colour so Aidan could negotiate the building more easily, an additional banister was installed and yellow stair treads were fitted to the top and bottom steps for easy identification.

RNIB Scotland helped by doing a workplace assessment of what equipment Aidan would need. "It was one of the most comprehensive reports that the Access to Work people had ever been given," Aidan recalls. "They even recommended which type of ballpoint pen would be easiest to read! RNIB Scotland also provided awareness sessions on sight loss for staff."

Access to Work supplied a bigger screen and keyboard for his computer, ZoomText software, a Kurzweil scanner and a magnifier.  

Aidan's method of putting colleagues at ease with his sight loss is to use humour. "It allows them to relax with me. Inevitably, some of my colleagues might have thought – can he still do it? Will I have to pick up his work? But it hasn't been a problem.

"I can quite understand an employer's reluctance to take on a person with sight loss because of their preconceived ideas about what that might entail. That reluctance can be quite easily overcome if you focus on the skills, knowledge and experience that many blind and partially sighted people have. 
"Also, many of the obstacles I face at work are the same as a sighted person would face. If they have to travel for their work for example, they have to plan out where they are going, how they will get there and whether or not they can share a car with a colleague. This is no different to the planning I have to do. 

"A blind or partially sighted person can bring so much to an organisation in terms of motivation and loyalty – why keep them on benefits when they can and want to work?"

Brian Fearon, chief executive of Apex Scotland, said: "Aidan adds a combination of experience and sense of purpose, combined with strong values. He has a number of aids to help him with written material but the support required is far from excessive. 

"He has a sound grasp of this organisation's key activities and core business, and also the intellectual capacity to evaluate and plan. Aidan does not let his impairment be a major problem because he does not behave as if it was, and this is crucial. He does not make excuses, seek concessions or sympathy or constantly remind people about his sight. He simply gets on with the job." 

Alistair Boak, Royal Victoria Hospital
"I am a senior physiotherapist at Royal Victoria Hospital, Edinburgh. My job entails trying to help people maintain or develop their mobility. Here at the Royal Victoria, it's primarily older people. I help them try to make it back onto their feet after an illness or accident. I also treat any acute pains that people have, such as back or neck problems. A lot of the work is about rehabilitation and mobilisation.

I have a hypoplastic optical nerve – it's a congenital condition that I've had since birth. My mother first noticed it when I was very young. I kept squinting at things close up and I was diagnosed at three. I can't see detail at a distance. I have to read print at three to four inches, so I'm registered blind."
Alistair qualified as a physiotherapist in 1983. He did a three-year diploma course at what was then a RNIB-run training facility in a hospital in London. "I've been with NHS Lothian for the past 13 years," he says. "I've also worked as a physio in the NHS in London and with a charity, The Thistle Foundation, in Edinburgh."

Alistair will attend to around eight to twelve people a day and also do up to three group sessions in a week and attend three ward rounds. He is part of a physiotherapy team of eight.

"NHS Lothian is pretty oblivious to my sight condition, which is fine. All they've really had to provide me with as extras are screen reading software and a movable arm on which my monitor rests. It lets me see the screen closer up. They also provided me with a scanner to allow me to read documents electronically.

"The only real problem I've encountered is that I'm also colour-blind and some information is colour-coded. But it's never hindered me in my work. More and more, patients' case-notes are being written electronically so I don't have to decipher other people's handwriting – but that can be a problem for everyone!

"Because I've had my condition since birth I've never known anything different. Unless I'm reminded of it, I don't perceive it as a problem. I just have to look closer at things."

People around him tend to pick up quite quickly that he can't see as well as them, Alistair says. But most accept that it doesn't stop him doing his job and they forget about it.

"I think just being a physiotherapist for the past 26 years has been my main achievement because it's a job I still very much enjoy.

"To those employers who think they can't employ someone with sight loss, I'd say they're putting the disability before the person. They project their misconceptions of the problems they think the person will have. Beethoven was deaf but still composed wonderful music. Nelson was blind in one eye but was Admiral of the Fleet. 
"It's what the person can do that counts!"

Anne Parker, Alistair's superintendent, agrees: "I'd known Alistair as a colleague and had no doubts he would manage despite his sight limitations. He is a great team player. Alistair is very considerate and helpful in supporting his colleagues.

"I find that Alistair is just as much part of the team as the others. His only specific needs are when it comes to using a computer. His computer skills are very high which means he can even help others with PC problems."

Carri Walker, ESC Packaging
Carri Walker is a sales and marketing manager for a growing company that's set to top a one million pounds turnover this year. From Inverkeithing to Indonesia, Carri works to generate business for ESC Packaging, managing clients ranging from the BBC to the Chelsea Flower Show. She carries the responsibility of the business on her shoulders.

Based in Inverkeithing, ESC provides bespoke carrier bags and packaging products for customers around the globe – you have probably carried your shopping in one of their bags.

Carri has worked there since 1995, however, she keeps her eye condition a secret from her clients. She uses state of the art computer technology, modern software packages and her extensive product knowledge to produce leading marketing materials for a variety of clients.
Carri says: "Friends find it funny that I design our client's bags as well as produce all of our own marketing materials, but with the technology available nowadays there really isn't an issue – and happy customers can testify to that!"  

Carri was first diagnosed with a sight problem at the age of 11. This flagged up potential problems and by 18 she had developed pan uveitis. More recently, she has developed vasculitis, along with other complications. Pan uveitis can cause blurred and diminished vision and in Carri's case it also means that she struggles to see in very light or dark conditions. Vasculitis causes constriction of the blood flowing into her eyes. This could cause Carri even greater visual problems, perhaps leading to blindness. 

As Carri puts it, "My sight ebbs and flows and some days it is manageable but other days it is very difficult. My vision is washed out, much like a colourless pair of old jeans. Some days I can see well, but others I can hardly see at all."  

Her work requires her to travel throughout the UK to liaise with clients and generate new business. "Although I have poor vision, if you put your mind to it you can do anything."

"Once you get the right support in the workplace you can tackle anything. RNIB Scotland's employment service assessed me and helped me identify enough government support to get the equipment I need to carry out my work. And it was mostly free, so the business had very little expense!"

Carri is robust when it comes to employer perceptions about sight loss. "I have worked here for 15 years with progressive significant sight loss, and have built up our client-base from 200 customers to over 2,000.   

"Employers have to look at the people in front of them, they are employing a human being with skills, abilities and knowledge and not just a pair of eyes. 

"I have bucket loads of enthusiasm and energy and I am a really fast learner and sitting side by side alongside someone with full vision I know I can stand tall and 'compete' without feeling inadequate."

To check out Carri's handiwork you can even visit the website she helped develop and maintains for ESC, eosc.co.uk.
Fiona Gallaher, Small businesswoman 

Fiona Gallaher is a small businesswoman in Crieff, running a specialised store that supplies African foodstuffs and rents out DVDs.

Fiona moved to Scotland from South Africa in 1995. She was diagnosed with serious sight loss at the age of eight and is registered blind. Fiona has wet age-related macular degeneration as well as retinitis pigmentosa, a condition that affects the light-sensitive cells on the retina.  

Prior to setting up her own business, Fiona had worked in a variety of jobs, from switchboard operator for the South African Defence Force in the mid-1990s to housemaid with Crieff Hydro hotel. "They were really good," she says. "They gave me a huge boost in my self-belief in what I could do. So, later, I went to Perth College and ended up doing a business studies course."

There, Fiona was nominated for "Enterprising Student of the Year," which gave her the confidence to strike out as a small businesswoman. "To be nominated for this award was fantastic," she recalls. "I really felt pleased that my work had been recognised – and it helped me prepare for running a real business."

Fiona had already set up her African foodstuffs business through the internet when the opportunity presented itself to also take over a DVD rental business as well.

"There are practical difficulties such as keeping track of who has borrowed which DVD, and who is late in returning them," Fiona says. "But I have developed a system and I get help from my partner and kids to keep things running smoothly. You innovate and adapt your business to suit your level of sight."

This includes borrowing a braille-writing machine from Perth and Kinross Society for the Blind, which Fiona uses to mark-up members of the DVD club.

Her business has increasing numbers of customers borrowing DVDs, while her niche market in African goods receives orders across Scotland. Fiona's hopes for the future are to explore how technology can further streamline her business processes. "A 'talking till' would be a huge help, as would an adapted card machine to allow me to take card payments."

She is adamant that technology is the key, and that employers are missing a trick by not giving blind and partially sighted people a chance. "If employers take a leap of faith they will be rewarded with real loyalty," she insists. "And with the way technological innovation is just exploding right now there really is every chance to get equipment adapted to make it suitable. 
"Most businesses can alter their management systems to adapt to the needs of an employee with sight loss.

"I have an uncanny drive to better myself and achieve more – so watch out for Fiona's African Goods in Crieff, Johannesburg, New York and London!"  To check out Fiona's business website go to fionasafricangoods.co.uk

Heather Love, Scottish Government
"I am a senior policy officer in the Health Directorate of the Scottish Government. My area of work is labour-force planning within the NHS in Scotland. I work closely with analysts to see what our student intake numbers should be on an annual basis. Getting the number of people trained is crucial as this can mean not having enough doctors, nurses, midwives and dentists in the future to meet patient needs.

I'm closely involved with stakeholder meetings with the Royal College of Nursing, Royal College of Midwives, Unison, Health Boards, to discuss the thinking behind our workforce modelling. We also work with the higher education institutions regarding their expectations for student intake. Then I'll do a submission to the Minister to set aside the funding for the numbers required."
"I have Stargarts Dystrophy, a condition of the macular part of the eye. My peripheral sight is better so that's what I use. I've had sight loss since the age of 13 and I'm registered as partially sighted. At school I was told I could get a job making pillow-cases. I remember wondering to myself – 'pillow-cases! Is that all I've got to look forward to?'
"I've worked with the civil service since 1981. As an employer they've always been very supportive. I didn't need any adaptive equipment when I first joined, but my sight has deteriorated since then and they've supplied me with a larger PC monitor, magnifiers, and, later, ZoomText.

"The only obstacle that's given me any problems is the scanned copy of Ministerial correspondence I receive on a daily basis. They're not always good quality. But that's the only real problem I've encountered. It's like working anywhere. It's swings and roundabouts. My colleagues don't forget I have sight loss, but it's not uppermost in their mind when we're working together. They treat me as an individual."

Heather entered the Civil Service as an Administrative Officer and is now a Higher Executive Officer. "I've been able to progress with the support and training I've been given.

"I'd emphasise to employers that the extra costs associated with my sight loss haven't been excessive. No more so than having to buy a high-spec PC or supply someone with a car. 
"I've managed a team of 14 people. I've had to travel all over Scotland with my job. It just takes a little more planning, that's all. There's nothing you can't do with the right support.

"So don't write a person with sight loss off. They can make a very valuable contribution."

Kerry Chalmers, Heather's manager, said: "Heather is highly motivated and an inspiration to her team members. If Heather thinks she can help someone, either in the workplace or personally, then no job is too great. She has increased awareness that people with sight loss are just as capable as anyone else. I have learnt a lot from Heather, which has been of great benefit to my own personal development.

"If people have sight loss then it should make no difference to their contribution to the team. With the human resource processes and equipment that is available today, then everyone should have the opportunity to do their job to the best of their ability.

"I also have to admit that anytime we have to travel outside the office Heather is a walking encyclopaedia on how to get there and what transport to use."

John Turley, City Building (Glasgow) LLP
"I am Development and Funding Officer for City Building (Glasgow) LLP, a social enterprise firm involved in construction, training and the manufacture of kitchens, office and educational furniture. My job is to access public and private funding streams to ensure the continued success of City Building's apprenticeship programmes.

I also ensure the organisation complies with the reporting and monitoring requirements of funders, and work to support the development of the City Building Skills Academy."
John was diagnosed with uveitis at the age of 17, which has gradually impacted on his life ever since. The part of his eyes that are affected is what is called the uvea or the middle layer of the eye. When any part of the uvea becomes inflamed it is called uveitis.

"When I was 23 I had to have the lens in both eyes removed," recounts John. "In 2006 I developed Band Keratopathy, which has meant my corneas have degenerated and as a result I am now almost blind."

John had a successful career in local government and, prior to his retirement on medical grounds, was a senior manager for economic development with North Lanarkshire Council.

"If I'm honest, after a few months of having retired I was developing a kind of cabin fever. I was about to turn 50 and felt I still had a lot to offer.  

"My career had been heavily involved in helping unemployed people obtain the skills and, crucially, the confidence to get jobs. This was very useful knowledge and it helped me get some work with a European-funded project involving Glasgow City Council, RNIB Scotland and SITE which helped blind and partially sighted people consider employment with the right support."

When he arrived at City Building, they straight away set up an assessment for his employment needs with Access to Work, and he soon got the equipment he needed to operate on a level playing field with sighted colleagues.  

"The assistive technology is there for people with a disability to take advantage of most job opportunities and the rate it is developing means that there really is nothing to hold blind and partially sighted people back.

"City Building was also excellent in appreciating my childcare situation and agreed family-friendly hours.

"Employing a visually impaired person can be a huge asset to companies and the act of giving a blind or partially sighted person a chance sends out a strong signal to other employers.  

"I had lost some confidence when I retired through ill health, but getting back into work built me up and now I am raring to go, spending my time between my family, work, running my own small consultancy business and being chair of the Glasgow charity SITE." 

Willie McFadden, training manager for City Building, commented: "I did not have any preconceptions concerning a visually impaired person. John has shown that, with the correct technological support, visually impaired people can make a significant contribution. I also believe that his fellow workers have benefited from having a visually impaired person in the work place because they develop a greater understanding of the needs of visually impaired people."
Mary Findlay, Braeview Academy, Dundee
"I am a Learning Support Teacher at Braeview Academy in Dundee. I help pupils with a variety of additional needs, in small groups or in full classes. It could be numeracy or literacy problems, dyslexia or problems processing information. I also help children on the autism spectrum or with other emotional and behavioural difficulties. My work also involves lots of practical activities like hill walks, community work, planning charity events, organising trips to exhibitions, etc.

Mary has retinitis pigmentosa. Her father, who was also a teacher, also had it. Mary has a slow progressive form that results in increased tunnel vision. "I have 30 per cent of the normal visual field at this stage," she says. "So things can very suddenly arrive in my visual field. I also had premature cataracts and have had lenses replaced in both eyes.

"I always wanted to be a teacher. But after university I didn't get a training place at first so I tried other careers. I entered the Civil Service as an executive officer. My visual field was a bit wider then. Then I became a committee clerk in local government before taking a career break to have my children.

"I trained to be a teacher in 2000 and taught English for five years and I've been at Braeview Academy as a Learning Support teacher for three years now. I've found teaching very rewarding. In my last school I helped run the debating club and two of my kids won a national competition and got a trip to Florida. I also ran a creative writing group and the pupils got lots of poetry and short stories published.

"One or two pupils are aware of my sight loss. If they notice they'll ask and I'll tell them I have restricted vision. All of my colleagues know. There's real camaraderie and they do strive to put themselves in my shoes. I think some are actually quite in awe that I do all the things I do."

Mary is studying to become a chartered teacher. "It's challenging. You have to know where you're going with your career. I want to remain a hands-on teacher. I've always liked teaching all abilities. If you have additional needs yourself you do want to." 

RNIB Scotland did an assessment of the workplace for her and she got a laptop, a large monitor, ZoomText, a stand with cameras for close up and magnifying/scanning, a Victor stream portable talking book/MP3 player with electronic voice/text recognition, a handheld magnifier and a digital memo-pad. Access to Work also pays for a taxi to take her to and from the school.

Was she pessimistic about my chances of succeeding as a teacher? "No," she insists, "because my father had been a principal teacher and was a very good role model. And I want to be a good role model for my daughter who has a severe form of retinitis pigmentosa.

"You do tend to wonder at first, will anyone take me on? But it's not eyesight that matters. It's insight. 
"If you have sight loss you're still a certain type of personality. I was always very enthusiastic.

"People with sight loss probably work harder to try to compensate for their limited vision. They'll use other faculties and are more aware of how they interact with others. They're likely to have very developed communication skills that will enrich their work practice and help any organisation or business to flourish."

Brenda Hadcroft, head-teacher at Braeview Academy, said: "It is very easy to forget that Mary has difficulties that would defeat most of us. Most of the staff didn't know about her sight problem at first.  Now we do all know she is a daily inspiration.

"Mary contributes as much as others in her team, and more in some ways, as she must have to work harder at it. She does, of course, need support, but she repays that many times over by the work she does, and the many skills and years of experience which she brings to work every day and which would be lost without her."

Ross O'Malley, Midlothian Council
"I am a Support Assistant for the Homeless Team, part of Midlothian Council's Housing Department. My duties in the office are just about everything concerned with admin: updating invoices, making appointments for clients and housing officers, updating our bed and breakfast data-base every week, staffing the reception desk, liasing with the housing officers, taking messages."
Ross lost his sight at the age of two due to a tumour on his optic nerve. He has no functional vision at all.

Ross left school two years ago. He enjoyed working with computers and wanted to work in an office. "I applied for lots of jobs," he says, "but I kept getting turned down. I was told it was because I had no experience. So I did a work-placement with RNIB Scotland for a year and this helped me to get the experience for the job with Midlothian Council.

Had he ever felt pessimistic about his chances of getting a job?  "Oh yes, loads of times," Ross confesses. "Outwardly, I tried to be optimistic but in my head I'd think: maybe it really is never going to happen for me."

But working within the Midlothian Council team hasn't presented any major problems. "If I'm given anything on paper, for example, I just put it through my scanner. If it's a very big document I'll ask if they can email it to me instead so my screen-reader can read it to me."

It's definitely been a positive move, he enthuses. "There's never a dull moment. I do feel really privileged to be working for my local council. 
"I'd say to employers, people with sight loss can achieve things if you'll only give them the chance to prove themselves."

Ross certainly has. In 2009, he won a 'Midlothian's Best' award from his local newspaper for his work on the Haggeye youth forum that set out to influence the Scottish Parliament on sight loss issues concerning young people.

Alex Marks, a senior homelessness officer with Midlothian Council, is Ross's supervisor. "There was a little bit of scepticism from some staff within the team," she recalls ("Who!" laughs Ross, feigning shock). However, any reservations were dispelled at Ross's interview. Now, everyone feels we got the best person for the job. It didn't take Ross – or Gi, his guide dog – long to find their niche here.

"We did have to slightly re-organise the way we work. For instance, we moved to an electronic diary rather than a paper one.  But that's probably something we should have been moving to anyway. We check our emails a bit more frequently now to see if Ross has left us a message, though usually he's very good about telling us. But that's really the only changes we've had to make.

"It's quite a high stress environment, but Ross copes with it very well. Certainly, we've noticed a change with regard to some of our clients. They've been a bit more respectful than they have been with other staff, and that's been very positive for all of us."

What about the presence of Gi, Ross's guide dog? Alex smiles. "The others in the team do spoil Gi if Ross lets them and so do I.  She's no trouble at all."

What is her message to employers who are unsure about employing someone with sight loss? "You can do it because the support is out there with programmes such as Access to Work. We've also had very good support from the Job Centre. And we've gained a very motivated and popular member of staff – two if you count Gi!"

Shaukat Sultan, Roshni, Glasgow
"I am a development outreach worker for Roshni, an organisation based in Glasgow that seeks to raise awareness about issues relating to domestic violence and children amongst black and ethnic minority communities. I develop relationships with religious groups and visit churches, gurdwaras, mosques and temples to give information relating to domestic violence and children. I also advise them on how to ensure proper Disclosure Scotland compliance processes are fulfilled.

"I also meet with community groups to raise awareness. The most important thing is building good relationships, and to be approachable so you can help in a sensitive, confidential way."

Shaukat moved to Scotland from Australia three years ago, where he worked in the hospitality trade. Two years ago his sight started to seriously deteriorate and he was diagnosed with glaucoma. He has had operations but his sight is now at 10 per cent, and he has no peripheral vision at all.

"When I lost most of my sight I was really rocked," he says. "The main issue for me was feeling that I now had lots of free time to spend. Like anyone else, I really wanted to be part of the community and make my contribution to it – and losing my sight gave me concern that I could not make a full contribution.

"However, I offered to help volunteering with Roshni, and they gave me the chance. They also were very sympathetic to my needs and accommodated me. This gave me confidence and made me feel valued."

After almost a year volunteering, Shaukat secured employment with Roshni. When he began, he contacted the Access to Work scheme through RNIB Scotland. This provided him with a range of equipment to support him in his work.

"Both RNIB Scotland and Access to Work were enormously sympathetic and helpful. I got ZoomText and a big screen to help me use the computer.

"I can do pretty much anything now, and I am grateful to Roshni for giving me the chance. That is all I needed – a chance, and Roshni deserve a lot of credit for providing that. I hope to pay them back with dedication and hard work. 
"Employers should really take a deep breath and give people a chance – they will be richly rewarded through the loyalty and determination any blind or partially sighted person will bring, but also have the knowledge that they have done a really good, and brave thing."
Ali Khan is chairman of the Roshni charity, and employed Shaukat after being impressed with his work as a volunteer.  

"Shaukat started volunteering at the beginning of last year, and it was clear to me and others that he was a real asset to the organisation," he says. "So when he applied for a full time job and was successful there was really no hesitation about Shaukat being in post.

"I did have reservations in terms of what this would mean cost-wise for the charity, and also what it might mean in terms of any regulatory impact on our operations. However, after I had made myself more knowledgeable about the implications and the support available through government and others, all concerns washed away.

"I now have a hard working and determined member of staff out there implementing the aims of Roshni."

Wanda Diaz, University of Glasgow
"I am a post-graduate PhD student from Puerto Rico, doing research at the Department of Computer Science at the University of Glasgow. I am working to develop sonification techniques for use in astrophysics.

"Specifically, I am trying to convert information using non-speech sound. We take numerical data and convert it into sound. Then we map that data in pitch, volume, tempo and timbre to represent changes in the data. Hopefully, we will help people to learn another way of interpreting as an adjunct to visualisation. People with sight loss will be able to use this as a tool to convey information.

"Sound is an important sense for me because I developed diabetic retinopathy when I was 19. I'm blind in one eye and have 15 per cent vision in the other one."

Before Wanda came to Glasgow she did a BSc in Physics at the University of Puerto Rico, a Masters in Physics at the University of Massachusetts and she worked with NASA.

"As well as my research I visit schools and teach kids how to build miniature radio telescopes. I teach 9 to 11 year-olds, which is usually very lively! I give them a presentation on how the solar system works and we monitor sunbursts and solar wind radiation.

"I meet with my supervisor once a week to share what I have been doing. My research interacts with people in the physics department in Glasgow University and I collaborate with colleagues at the University of Canberra and colleges in the USA."

Orientation around a big establishment like a university is always a challenge at first, she says. "But you get used to it. I like people to feel comfortable around me, that there's no reason not to be, that I'm not a burden. I'm very conscious that I don't want to be.

"A major achievement for me has been being able to stay in this particular field of research. My ambition is to open up the field of science to learners at every level, and to make a significant scientific contribution. That's when you can say – I nailed it!  

"I have a thermaform printer in the office and a braille printer. The university supplied me with a Apple PC. When I started my desk was in another office – but it was too hard to find so they moved it for me.

"I'd say to employers – give yourself the chance to employ someone with sight loss! 
"Give them that chance and you'll find we pay attention better than anyone. It's not hard. We have the technology. It actually can be a lot of fun to have a blind person around, especially when we are the first to make jokes ourselves about our blindness."

Dr Steve Brewster, Wanda's supervisor, said: "Wanda came here with a very clear idea of what she wanted to do. She's a very clever, very focused researcher. We got her a bit of additional equipment but really we didn't have to adapt much more than to any other individual's needs. She sits in the same office doing the same research as the rest of us. We certainly haven't found it any major effort to take on someone who is blind."

Positive information for employers

RNIB Scotland's Employment and Learning Service supports:

· blind and partially sighted job seekers

· people trying to keep their jobs when losing their sight

· employers

· organisations involved in training, guidance and employment services.

Many of the barriers to employment that are encountered by blind and partially sighted people need not be there. For example:

· jobs should be advertised on accessible websites as well as in newspapers
· a driving licence is often not essential. Even if travel is involved, Access to Work and other options may be available

· recruitment details can be supplied electronically or in large print

· clear directions for attending an interview and an explanation of what will be involved are courtesies appreciated by all applicants
· Visual Awareness training is available for HR and other staff which improves relationships within organisations and with customers and service users.

RNIB Scotland helps employers to recruit blind and partially sighted people through our training and consultancy services. 

We provide information on:

· the reality of sight loss – facts and myths about blindness

· employers' responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act – many employers are unaware that the Act covers their recruitment and retention practices

· guidelines on recruitment and selection

· using psychometric tests in recruitment

· the Access to Work scheme – this is one of the most effective interventions that can help blind and partially sighted people in work. The provision of specialist equipment and other support is government funded
· job retention: enabling employers to retain the expertise and experience of an employee who is losing their sight

· access technology – our technology specialists offer advice and individual or group training on a wide range of technology, including video magnifiers, screen magnification, JAWS and other speech generating software, braille technology and web accessibility.

Our transcription service can provide information in alternative formats, such as audio or braille.

Jobcentre Plus

Jobcentre Plus, part of the Department for Work and Pensions, brings together employment and benefit services for people of working age and is a key element in the Government's objectives to help people based on "Work for those who can, support for those who cannot". It provides a professional and modern service to meet the diverse needs of employers and those seeking work, including:

· personal advisers to provide practical support and advice, including training provision and benefits guidance, to help those in need find and keep work

· a dedicated service to support employers in filling their vacancies quickly and successfully, including the ability to place jobs online

· ability to search for jobs both online and over the phone through Jobpoints in Jobcentre Plus offices, the Jobseeker Direct phone line and through the website

· swift, secure and professional access to benefits for those entitled to them.

Customers can access Jobcentre Plus services through 1,000 locations across Britain, including over 800 newly refurbished Jobcentre Plus offices. Touch-screen terminals and Customer Access Phones are also available in a further 120 sites, such as libraries and local authority premises. 
Jobcentre Plus works with over 275,000 employers to place 17,000 people into work every week. Over 400,000 vacancies are listed each week on its website and more than four million job search requests are received, making it the number one UK recruitment website. 

For further information on the services that Jobcentre Plus provides employers and people of working age visit jobcentreplus.gov.uk
RNIB Scotland's Employment Services

In 2006, RNIB Scotland set itself the target of reducing unemployment among people with sight loss by six per cent over a three-year period. Working alongside partners has encouraged employers around the country to pool resources, ideas and energies towards providing employment for blind and partially sighted people. This has meant we've exceeded our target.

We've established Compacts in Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Fife and Glasgow, which have helped to bring together public and private sector employers, voluntary organisations, local authorities, universities and colleges to share creative and innovative support. Placements for work experience, awareness training, job secondments, and reviewing recruitment policies are just some of the opportunities that have arisen from our work with employers and partners.

Our employment services provide practical support to individual job seekers, as well as agencies and employers throughout the employment process. Advice is given on recruitment, support with staff development and awareness raising, as well as ensuring that jobs are retained when there is a change of circumstance in employment.

RNIB Scotland offers practical help to jobseekers by offering one-to-one support to clients. Brokering job-placements with employers, providing motivational and job-search skills, and mentoring on the job are just some of the ways we can do this. 

As part of our service provision, we also have a unique custom-built skills development centre, with a range of excellent fully-accessible facilities, based in Edinburgh.

RNIB Scotland's Employment and Learning Centre (ELC) supports employment work throughout Scotland by providing practical training, skills development and work preparation courses for jobseekers with sight problems. There are a wide range of courses available at the centre, including motivational and job-seeking skills, preparation for the world of work, and enhancing communication and computer skills.

Support for employers

RNIB Scotland helps employers support the recruitment of more blind and partially sighted people through the services we offer throughout Scotland. We provide information and advice on a variety of topics including the reality of sight loss – facts and myths about blindness, guidelines on recruitment and selection, the Access to Work scheme, and access technology. 

We also offer a range of training courses, aimed at raising positive awareness of issues faced by blind and partially sighted employees. We customise our training packages to suit the requirements of organisations, with subjects such as visual awareness, good practice in recruitment and selection, using access technology, and legislative requirements on offer.

RNIB support

RNIB's Helpline is your direct line to the support, advice and products you need. We'll help you to find out what's available in your area and beyond, from RNIB and other organisations. 

Whether you want to know more about your eye condition, buy a product from our shop, join our library, find out about possible benefit entitlements, be put in touch with a trained counsellor, or make a general enquiry, we're only a call away. 

RNIB Helpline

Telephone: 0303 123 9999

Email: helpline@rnib.org.uk
We are ready to answer your call Monday to Friday from 8.45am to 6.00pm and Saturday 9.00am to 4.00pm. Outside these times leave us a message and we'll get back to you as soon as possible.

Calls cost no more than a standard rate call to an 01 or 02 number, and count towards any inclusive minutes in the same way as 01 and 02 calls. The price of calls varies between different providers, including between landline and mobile companies, so check with your provider if you are unsure. 

RNIB Scotland

RNIB Scotland promotes the interests of the estimated 180,000 people in Scotland with sight problems. If you or someone you know has a sight problem, we can help.

We deliver a wide range of services for people who are blind and partially sighted in the fields of employment, education, family support, social work, social care, accessible information and the built environment.

We campaign for the civil rights and inclusion of people with sight problems within the community. Through campaigns, we raise awareness on eye health issues and the availability of adequate treatments.

RNIB Scotland Employment and Learning Centre
Moulsdale House, 24d Milton Road East, Edinburgh EH15 2NJ.

Telephone 0131 657 8200

Fax 0131 657 6888

Email ELScotland@rnib.org.uk
rnib.org.uk/scotland

"This is Working 2" is also available in braille, audio or Daisy CD and electronically via email.

RNIB, 105 Judd Street, London, WC1H 9NE.
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