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Introduction
As indicated in the first section of this report, this second section focuses on the biographies of individuals to indicate the complex ways in which experiences have a cumulative impact on the lives of individuals.  Some individuals appear more able than others to transcend even the worst experiences and become more active agents in their own lives despite the constraints surrounding them.  Equally some people seem psychologically better equipped to learn from new experience, to transcend crises, however potentially overwhelming, and to take greater risks with self and identity, however difficult or uncertain the circumstances.  
Subjective differences are crucial to understanding motivation.  It is widely acknowledged that disability suddenly acquired is a profoundly disturbing and distressing experience that can require of the individual a radical re-appraisal and the adoption of new strategies through a process of intellectual, psychological and social adjustment. Questions about self and identity are strongest when the normal business of getting through the day collapses or becomes unacceptable.  
The biographies which follow provide insight into how individuals manage change, particularly at times of major crisis.  Three aspects that are stressed in all the following accounts are the important roles of significant others, of a supportive environment, and the impact of technology.  
The material provides a rich source of information that can be used to illuminate a number of complex themes: marginality and change; managing change; self-identity and concepts of self; the struggle for authenticity; the role of significant others; the nature of subjectivity in conditions of profound uncertainty.
NB  The interviews were recorded and transcribed.  The original transcriptions, on the whole, take the form of ‘stream of consciousness’  and inevitably do not follow a sequential pattern of childhood, schooling, post-education; training; employment; general interests; etc..  These original transcriptions will be held for inclusion in the projected Archive.  
The material in the biographies that follow has been arranged, as far as possible, either in sequential order or organised as near as possible to the topics discussed.  Some of the original accounts also contain reported incidents involving other individuals that cannot be verified, and a number of these have been omitted from the following. 

Interviewee 1: Female; Age 16

When I was younger I didn’t really understand until I started getting a bit older about being an Albino and being visually impaired, but it was fine; I had my mum and she helped me loads. I only really started understanding when I was about 8 or 9.  

In junior school the books weren’t enlarged but the print was big in the books and there were only a few lines in the books; I found that OK.  When I was getting into other classes, then it started to be a bit of a strain.  I don’t think my primary or secondary schools had any experience of visually impaired people.  They’ve been great, really great and helpful. Anything I want is there and I can ask them for anything I want.  

I had help getting large or big print books and with computers and I had a teacher who worked with me.  I haven’t had any training on magnification with computers but it’s not really a problem. I have Supernova and that’s grand and manages everything for me.  I work with black and white.

I got some name calling in primary school but it wasn’t really bad, but when I went in to secondary school in 2nd or 3rd year I had quite a tough time. Name calling from one particular person; it was just name calling but I got it sorted out.  I went to my year head and I spoke to my mum about it and my mum actually went down and talked to them about it. I had support from my teachers and my friends so I was lucky and it’s gone now, thank God.  

I was around 8 or 9, or 10 even, when I started to know about NCBI. I used to go on some trips organised by the NCBI to different places with other vision impaired kids so it was about that time.  I think mum got in touch with the social worker. I’ve got a different NCBI social worker now and there’s a centre locally.  They offer different aids for vision impaired people and they do assessments. I had one a few months ago.  I think they offer training on adaptive technology.  Getting there is fine because my mum and dad drive.  I go about once a year, or perhaps it’s twice a year, for an assessment and I go to my optician’s here as well.  My eyesight is fairly stable now.  

NCBI has been brilliant, everything I’ve asked for, all the help is there, I think they’re brilliant.  I’ve no complaints.  I’ve been to the centre in Dublin, it’s great.  I used to go regularly when I was younger but haven’t in the last few years.  Just to look at the technology with my previous social worker, I’d go with her on the train.  The last time I was there I was about 8 or 9.  I haven’t been there since then.   I don’t do email, I write or type.    

I’m on work experience at the moment in a salon; facials, massage, that sort of thing.  Last year on the internet I’d read up about reflexology and things like that, and then we actually had a workshop this year and a massage therapist came in and it was a great few hours that I had. I’d known about it before and I’d been to salons for facials and different treatments and I was just really intrigued by it and thought it was great and what a lovely kind of career.  Then I learned more about it this year from the massage therapist. She told us loads about different kinds of treatments and things like that and that kind of pushed me on.  Over in the salon where I’ve done my work experience, I think they do massage courses and that might be what I’ll do. I’m really interested in it.  I’ve also thought about Physiotherapy, Beauty Therapy, something in that area. I’m at school until I’m 18 but I’d like to keep my options in that area because I’m not really interested in anything, in any other kind of career – except maybe do some work for the NCBI, helping blind kids or something like that. That’d be good.

I’ve not had any problems with mobility or getting around at school.   Sometimes when I’m on holiday, if there are steps, that’s when I’d have some problems, but I’ve got my family.  

I like reading. I have a magnifier. I lose track with the audio, I lose concentration, but if I’m reading I can make notes and underline and things like that, or read back.  
I like being with my friends and socialising and going out.  I meet up with my friends and we go shopping and like music.  I’ve got an interest in music, all types, every type of music, classical, jazz a bit, all different genres of music.  There’s actually not much for kids music wise locally, for going to see bands and stuff like that. That’s something else I’d like to work on, getting my town more involved in the music scene because there are good live acts in the County.  I sing, but I’m not very confident in that area yet.  Actually in transition year in my music class we recorded a CD up in the local music centre at the top of the town. I did it with 3 other girls and we sang an Amy Winehouse song, ‘Rehab’. That was an amazing experience. It was really good.  I’d like to do some more; more varied.

I don’t go to Dublin very much. I went just after Christmas; I’d go just for the day.  I don’t really use public transport that much; I’ve got a sister that drives so we’d take a day trip to go shopping.  I’d like to see myself going further afield. I love this area, I love my local area, it’s great but I’d like to move out. Having been to America really opened my eyes to how much is out there.  I’d like to travel after school.  I like travelling.  I went to America in 2005, the Empire State Games. It was absolutely amazing. We got 13 gold medals over there.  I don’t do any sports. I like and watch rugby and soccer on the television, but I’m not a big sports fan.   At school I did PE and played a bit of tennis for a few minutes and I go walking with my sister’s dog but that’s about it for sport.  I feel very safe around this area, I know it well. 

If I was asked what I think might have made things easier for me, I’d say, just probably with school.  Give them more of an idea of vision impaired people and their different needs, because sometimes they’d say ‘can you see this?’ or ‘shall I blow that up?’, and they should know what is too small and what is too big instead of keep asking. But there’s not much I’d change; just give people more of an idea about people who are visually impaired; have talks or something like that.  I’ve never been asked to talk about it but I’d like to, it would be good but no-one’s asked.  At school there is one girl who is in a wheelchair, but that’s all really.  There are a few kids who have come in recently in the past few years that I’ve been there.  I think mainstreaming is good, but everyone’s is different, it’s different cases, but I think, really, mainstreaming for me did work. I liked it.  The school is very good, really great – it’s a Community School – it’s a massive school – the 2nd or 3rd biggest in Ireland.
 Interviewee 3: Male; Age 18

It was about 4 half years ago that I first started losing my sight.  It happened relatively quickly in the space of about 2 to 3 months; I was just turned 14.  It took a while before they found out what it was and it turned out to be a genetic thing from my mum that hadn’t really been known about until I came along.  It was just one of those things that happens quickly and there’s not really anything they can do about it. Leber’s hereditary optic neuropathy.  It was quick so the impact on me was shock at first, after that I began to get used to it and learnt to adapt to things and since I was relatively young at the time, it wasn’t that difficult for me to actually get used to things.  

School was one of the major things because instead of me reading all the text books and learning that way, I had to change.  Getting school books for me was difficult so I used to take notes on the laptop for myself.  I hadn’t been familiar with laptops so I had to learn how to type first – to learn how to touch type without looking at the keyboard – I had to learn how to do that first and then I’d take the laptop into school and type as quickly as I could and get as much notes as I could.  As there was software for the lap top, it was the easiest way to go I thought. 

 I went to an assessment centre and they showed me some screen magnification software but that wasn’t really helpful for me; I think it was an NCBI centre. It was just CCTV, TV magnifications; they were there but I just went with the speech software.  They provided training; the person who actually does it lives down the road and she goes to the houses and teaches you.  

There were school exams in just a couple of weeks time so those kind of got put to the roadside for a little while but I didn’t have any major state exams until the following year, so by then I was pretty good with the laptop and I got about 10 minutes for each hour that the exams lasted so, reasonable enough.  The staff were good for accepting things in the way I could present them. Some teachers were reluctant to change the way that they taught though, as in Science, it was taught through diagrams basically, and I wasn’t able to get that any more and the teacher was reluctant to change her teaching pattern into explaining diagrams instead of just putting it onto the board and saying right, that’s how you answer that question.  So I was having to get explanations for it myself instead of doing it in class; it was good training for the exam. I wouldn’t say things were more difficult, just different.  I’m taking my leaving certificate in just over 3 months, getting myself as prepared as I can. If I get the points I need, I’ll be going to Cork to do a law course.  

I went to Cork University for an open day a couple of weeks back and I was actually there about a year ago when they had an introduction day for people with different disabilities - Cork is one of the leading universities in Ireland for people with disabilities, visual impairments especially.  That’ll be the first experience I’ll have of properly living away from home and I’m looking forward to that absolutely.  I’ll be able to feed myself because I’m pretty confident in the kitchen, I enjoy cooking; growing up in a house where people can burn water, you kind of learn if you want to eat something not blackened, you do it yourself. 

Sight loss has had an impact on what I wanted to do as a career. Originally what I’d been thinking about doing was medicine but that became a no no; I’d been thinking of going into surgery but knew then I wouldn’t be able to do that for clear reasons so I thought I’d go into law. It’s a career choice which is open to people with visual impairments.  I did consider psychiatry up until about last September or October; it had been one of my leading ideas but then after looking into it – I’ve looked into the various careers I wanted to do – and psychiatry was one of the major ones, but at that point it kind of became, I thought it was daunting and possibly it could have had an impact on me in a negative way in that I’d be listening to other people’s issues and trying to help them and I might not have been able to do that so that it could have come back at me.  There wasn’t much careers’ advice at school; it’s kind of left up to yourself, what you want. You can go to them with your ideas and they can say right, you can do that and you need to work at whatever; they don’t give you their opinions or suggestions on it, it’s very much yourself.  

I did 4th year during my school year and as part of that you actually go out on work experience for about 6 months or so, not in a block– if only - but one day each week for 6 months.  I got a bit of work experience there with law offices and accountancy offices which helped me develop bigger ideas in my head.  It’s on yourself to organise where you’re going to go.  I tried getting a placement in a psychology or psychiatry department but it wasn’t possible – confidentiality issues, and so on.  This was all local.  

The only issue I had is that, my mobility is pretty much my own two legs, I pretty much walk everywhere; occasionally I end up getting a lift from one of my parents but other than that I walk everywhere.  Transport around here is terrible.  I have a free travel pass for public transport so I can at least get on trains and buses very easily.  I went to Dublin last summer, probably about once a week with my friends – I have no problem travelling by myself.  

I wouldn’t say I lost friends but the relationship I had with them changed because at the time when it first happened, I had to tell them about it, obviously.  Since they were only young themselves, and I suppose very immature, they weren’t really able to handle something like that and some of them started avoiding me for a little while and it was only then, a couple of months later, that they actually came back and apologised.  No bullying – God no, there was nothing like that.  People can feel a bit awkward around me sometimes, feeling as though if they said something…there’s always a ticking time bomb.  It’s just a case of people feeling awkward and not knowing what to say really.  At the very start, people wanted to do things for me but then after a couple of weeks of people seeing me I made it very clear that if I couldn’t do something myself then I was going to learn how to do it myself another way, I didn’t want to be relying on people to be doing things for me, that was something I definitely made clear.  My eye condition seems to be more or less stable – it can vary a bit, sometimes a bit worse, sometimes a bit better.  

I suppose one of the major things was that I’d loved computer games with my friends and I couldn’t do that any more and I suppose that was …irritating.  I suppose you get used to it and then make more friends, which means that while my friends were playing with their computer games I could be talking about music with some others and I got into playing guitars. Music became a fairly big interest of mine then. I had started with a guitar at one point but I hadn’t had that much of an interest in it. There’d been an old guitar found up in the attic that I just kind of started messing around with, but then I got very interested in it and bought a guitar and started playing and listening to music a lot.  All kinds of music; I can just hear something that just catches the sound and then just get a CD for that: acoustic guitar, rock, occasional bits of metal, anything really.  

 I haven’t been on any organised activity holidays, but I went on a holiday myself where I went over to Australia about 2 years ago, visiting my sister for a while, which is the closest I’ve been to being away from home.  I travelled some of the way on my own, to Singapore, spent a couple of days over there and then my Dad came over a couple of days later and we had the same plane to Australia.  I loved it there and will definitely go back there later.  

I do several sports – rowing, judo, and I go to the gym.  I used to do basketball but keeping track of the ball – I can’t do that anymore so I’ve picked up different sports. 

There is an NCBI office in Cork, which I thought was the main one.  

I haven’t had lots of contact with NCBI – I had a visit from them at the start, someone called up to the house to tell me about what they had, other than that I didn’t have much contact for several years, but someone actually called up initially and came up for about a year to give me a hand getting into computers, with speech software. He was travelling around the district, around Cork and Kerry, visiting the different people who were using the software and teaching them how to use it and he said anytime I have a problem, give him a call; he was very good that way.  At the time when it all happened, they were very good. They called up and made sure I knew about all the services that are there and then after that it was up to myself. If I wanted something, to get in contact and take it from there.  I prefer it that way, rather than having people coming up all the time saying, ‘what can we do for you this time?’.  It’s better, ‘if you’re stuck, give us a call and we’ll give you a hand’.  I hadn’t been told about the free travel thing but I heard about it later on.  There’s a welfare allowance that people with a disability can get, a weekly amount, about €150 or something, but there’s no lump sum for computers.  The laptop I have isn’t technically mine, it belongs to the school; the school gets it from the Department and they give it to me, so at the end of this year I have to give it back to the school.  When I get to Cork, they should be able to give me another one.  I’m considering getting one myself. I’ve got to like them now; I can talk to friends, listen to music, look up the internet. I want one for myself and college.  As far as I know there’s no help with that.  

Note

Leber's hereditary optic neuropathy is a mitochondrially inherited disease with male predominance (Riordan-Eva et al., 1995


). It is characterized by bilateral optic atrophy with loss of central vision due to degeneration of the retinal ganglion cells and optic nerve axons. 
Interviewee 4: Female; Age 21

It started when I was 14.  What happened was I got two brain tumours on my optic nerve. How I noticed it was I started to lose my eyesight.  One day I got up and went to school and I was getting into trouble all day at school, which was not like me. I got caught texting under the table; people who can see would never get caught, but I didn’t see the teachers coming so I was just like, no way, I’ve never had phones taken off me before.  Anyhow I just got in so much trouble that day because everything was going wrong for me.  I just couldn’t understand it.  I went home and said to my mom, “I just don’t understand what happened today, I got in so much trouble off every teacher”; the only teacher I didn’t get in trouble with was my English teacher; I remember it well because we were listening to the Merchant of Venice on a tape and sure we were all nearly sleeping in the room because we didn’t have to do anything except sit and listen, so that’s the only class I didn’t get into trouble in.  Teachers were putting things on the blackboard and I didn’t even know. I didn’t get it. I just didn’t understand what was going on with me. 

Later on in the evening I decided I’d do my homework at the table, which I never do; I’d normally just go up to my room and have my homework done in half an hour. I just wanted my parents to see me; I was looking for attention because I knew I wasn’t well.  Anyway, I was doing my maths homework at the table and there was x and y right by each other on the page and I just got confused and Mom and Dad were saying, “What’s wrong with you?”, and I said, “I can see x but I can’t see y, I don’t know why I can’t”.  So my Dad just said stop doing your homework, close the book, and they rang the doctor. I saw her early in the morning and she said she couldn’t actually see anything wrong with me, but she said it’s obvious you can’t follow my finger and that she would refer me to the ophthalmologist. The doctor had rung ahead and told her there was definitely something wrong, so she was grand and I saw her that evening. I was doing the normal eye tests, she looked into my eyes and my eyes were perfect if you were to look into them, my eyes are perfect, there’s nothing wrong with them, and so she said, “Ok, well your eyes are fine but again it’s obvious that you can’t see and so I want a second opinion so I’m going to refer you to the doctor in the hospital”.  

At 10 at night my Mom got a phone call from the doctor in hospital, which is unusual because their clinic is open from about half nine to five and they close then and so getting the phone call at that time was strange; she said to my mom, “Can I see her at eight o’clock in the morning before my clinic opens?”.  So I went in at eight in the morning and she did the eye tests with me and the visual fields.  It was bad so then she wanted me to get a CT scan. I got my cat scan and then we had to wait.  And then she called my mom into her room, and she was told by the doctor that I had a brain tumour.  I thought, OK, well at least we have an explanation.  

I wasn’t told how bad things were, but I went home for about an hour during the day between tests and I just remember someone eating brown bread and I wasn’t allowed to have any. I had to fast in case I needed surgery. I went up to Beaumont that night and when I was in the hospital the doctor came in with my parents and told me that I had a cyst on my brain. They said cyst, they didn’t actually say tumour and I was like “Oh no” and just cried and cried.  And then I stopped for a while, and I thought well, there’s nothing I can do except try and get better and I just prayed.  

It had happened on the Wednesday, that’s when I was admitted to hospital and it was Easter time. So this was Holy Thursday and after they did all the tests again that they’d done locally, plus an MRI, as we don’t have one of those, I got to go home for the weekend. I got to go home because my parents had been told that I was going to die, that was it, there was no way I could live.  I was kind of oblivious to all this that was going on, but I knew that I wasn’t right, there was something going on. I spent all my time with my family and friends; I had Good Friday, Holy Saturday and   Easter Sunday.  I went to a faith healer on Good Friday and when I met him we were talking and he prayed over me and then I just had this feeling that went the whole way through me and I just knew then that I was going to be fine and he was like, you are going to be fine.  I said to my mom, stop worrying, I’m going to be fine and I know I’m going to be fine.  I felt so calm, I was grand, I didn’t mind going for surgery, I was like this is cool, I’ll have my surgery and then I’ll be better. 

I went back to Beaumont on the Monday, had my surgery on the Wednesday, but then when I woke up from surgery I was completely blind, just could not see a thing.  Again I thought I was going to be fine, I thought this is just what happens when you have surgery on your optic nerve; I probably didn’t really know what an optic nerve was back then, but I was convinced I did and sounded all intelligent and stuff and thought it must be what happens.  After 5 days my sight still hadn’t come back so this is when they started to get worried, but I was still not worrying.  They’d done a biopsy and it turned out that it was benign so they didn’t have to go back in and take the rest.  The tumour was massive; it was the size of a fist on the left and the one on the right half a fist. I saw my scans a while later, after everything had calmed down and I knew everything was going to be OK, and I was like, ”Oh my God, where’s my brain?”, all I could see were these big white things on the scan.  

So then my sight began to come back, a bit better than it is now actually, and I thought then, that’s fine, I can live like this, there’s ways of living.  So I went home after about a month and I stayed at home for 3 weeks and then went back up to Beaumont for my check-up. The day before the check up my sight had just gone completely, it was deteriorating over time and then it just went.  I went up to the doctor, and he was like just follow my finger and I was trying to do it, but I just couldn’t, I was just moving my head all over the place and so he was like, “OK, we should probably admit you now”. So I went in, I was admitted and I was given a massive dose of steroids and then I was huge because steroids make you massive, I was already on steroids but they increased the dosage big time, so anyhow that shrunk the tumours and I was fine, my sight went back to what it was when I had last left the hospital and I stayed fine for ages; I was in there for about a month, and then they started bringing me down off the steroids for over about 2 months until I wasn’t on them at all.  But I still take medication because I have epilepsy now. I had a seizure five days after the surgery because any damage to your brain can cause a seizure and in my case it developed into full blown epilepsy. I’m completely controlled now so I take care of myself and I have no worries. 
I went back to school in September. School was tough. I was probably the first person in my school to ever have a disability. I don’t think they’d ever had to deal with anything like it before and they were bad, they were very bad at coping with things, extremely bad; the education system, they need to be taught, it’s unbelievable. They didn’t have a clue what to do and didn’t bother to even try to help and find out what to do. Seriously, it is the principals job to find out, just because he had never been in this situation before was no excuse for ignoring the fact that he now had a student with a disability who needed help, all I got from him was neglect. There are 900 pupils in my school; there are 4 secondary schools in the town, and 2 outside the town.  We were the biggest school.  This was third year. I was just going to school just to have a normal life. I wasn’t actually doing anything, I just thought, what do I do? I assumed that eventually I’m going to go to college and that’ll be it. 

It was second year when it happened and then I went back to school in third year in September. I did everything from memory because I started to have more and more seizures, it started to seem like every time I tried to study I’d have a seizure because I was just frustrating myself because I couldn’t actually see a book and I had no way of doing anything else.  My parents looked into it and it was obvious that I needed to get a personal assistant, so they were fighting for a personal assistant for years until I got one, I didn’t get one until half way through my fifth year, that’s just not good enough. I wasn’t worried when I was in third year because I knew, with my seizures, I wasn’t going to get much chance to work anyway, so I was more worried about them than school.  

I did my Junior Cert. from memory, completely from memory, I didn’t study at all and I did all honours and I got 3 Bs, 3Cs, 2 Ds in languages, because I wasn’t the best in languages, and an E. I wrote all my exams myself. I thought myself how to write in my own way, I practiced and practiced. It took a while and I can’t actually read it back but I learn from writing and listening, that’s how I do it. I got an extra 10 minutes per hour for my Junior Cert., a room to myself and a reader who scribed for me when I needed it; I rarely needed a scribe but, depending on the subject, sometimes I did.  I was just happy to be in school.  I think the teachers really thought that this one looks fine therefore she is fine, but it wasn’t the case at all, but, at the time, I was so happy to be there that I just didn’t pass any remarks. 

There was a visiting teacher, though, and she was great; she suggested a PA, she got in touch with NCBI, she did everything, she was just brilliant, and she ended up getting me all the technology.   

I was made to do Transition Year by my Principal and I cried and cried and to this day I still regret that I let him make me do it. In Transition Year, you do loads of projects and things and you do work experience.  That’s probably the big deal of it, even though there’s only about 3 weeks of work experience out of the whole year.  It was an optional year in our school, my friends didn’t do it so the fact that they had gone on and I was stuck there upset me like every day and I would never have chosen to do it if I’d had the choice myself. I have to say I didn’t put my whole heart and soul into transition year, other people did, where I just knew I didn’t want to be there so I did not put 100% in at all.  I didn’t think of it as a time I could get to grips with different types of study. It was a waste of a year for me.  

It was during that year that everything was getting arranged, my visiting teacher arranged loads of stuff. I got my technology, like the laptop; I hadn’t used that sort of thing before and nobody really showed me how to use it, so at the time it wasn’t really much good to me. I put the assistive technology to good use now in college though, although obviously I have a different laptop now that’s supplied by the college; its like my right arm, it comes everywhere with me and I can’t do much without it; I must say, I still do come across problems, I don’t know everything yet. It depends on what software you use, I use a few different types together, it all seems a bit much at first when you’re trying to teach yourself but once you begin to get comfortable with it you can really master it!
After transition year I knew I really had to get down to business with school. I didn’t have a personal assistant yet so I was pretty much lost in school but I still had to keep up in my own way. I had one goal and that was to go to college, there was no way I was letting anything hold me back. I had my own learning system and I stuck to that. I got grinds in most subjects during fifth year and sixth year.  Basically, I did as much study as I could on my own, but your eyes get tired and sore so I’d go to bed.  Grinds work, one-to-one, is how it worked best for me, that’s how I learned.  I had the access to assistive technology but I didn’t know how to use it.  I had my laptop with the best technology which I couldn’t use and I had my biology books on tape and that was grand. My Irish teacher was lovely, she taped every single Irish class for me and I listened to those and just learned basically by listening, but I couldn’t spell because I couldn’t read so I spelled as much as I could, but it’s a different class of Irish when you move up to Leaving Cert, so it was loads of new words and other stuff which I couldn’t spell. I was fairly good at Irish but I dropped from honours to ordinary level after Christmas of fifth year because, by then, I had the whole ordinary level course covered, so I thought that I’d make things a bit easier on myself because I knew I’d do well in ordinary level without putting in as much effort as I would have had to have done with honours and still come out with the same points because, at the end of the day, that’s all that matters. When I was actually doing my Irish exam in Leaving Cert, my scribe wrote, but I obviously had to have it in the right context myself.  I got an A1 in the end.  So my Irish was great and helped me a lot and I did the best in the school in ordinary level Irish; nobody else got that.  About twenty eight thousand people did ordinary level Irish the year I did my Leaving Cert. and only a 168 people in the country out of those got an A1, so that was a bit of a big deal for me, I thought.  My English teacher was great as well, she helped me a lot and the great thing was that I knew she really wanted the best for me and she knew I could do it, I really appreciated that. I got English grinds as well. But Accountancy was awful, she was the worst, I felt that I was nothing but a nuisance to her. She was also my year head so that made things more difficult.

Careers Advice, that teacher was lovely but she wasn’t very good at giving careers advice, but she was lovely so I felt too bad for her so I said I want to do Occupational Therapy. So she was telling me to put things in order of points. She advised me to do Arts; now I would go nowhere with Arts, I don’t know what I’d do, like come out with a degree in Maths and German or something like that?  I mean what would I do?  All I wanted to do was Occupational Therapy or I also had Physiotherapy in mind at the time.
I’d been persuaded by my principal and year head to drop a subject, I still can’t believe I did it. In their eyes, I wasn’t able to do 7 subjects simply because I couldn’t see, I don’t know what I was thinking but somehow they convinced me that this was a good idea; you do 7 subjects and 6 of them are counted, so because they wanted me to drop a subject, I was only doing 6 subjects, Then I thought about it and was like, what did I do so I tried to pick up another subject in school but that was a no go situation. So I went along to do Agricultural Science out of school.  I ended up getting my Honours in Agricultural Science and it brought me up 20 points in my Leaving. I’d done biology so I flew the genetics question on the paper; some of it was pretty easy for me and some of it was common knowledge.  But when they gave me my results, they just gave them to me and didn’t say anything, whereas with everyone else it was, “Well done, congratulations, bye bye, you got what you wanted”, whereas I got 70 points over what I wanted and all they did was give me my results and say OK, well there you go, you’re done now. The points were much higher for Science back then than they are now. At first when they didn’t say congratulations, I assumed that was it, that I’d failed. They had made such a big deal about me doing honours maths and had assured me that I would definitely fail, that when they didn’t say anything I doubted myself. My friend, who had gone with me to get my results, said, “Just open your results and see”, and she counted them up for me and she said you’ve got a C3 in Honours Maths, and I was so excited and I couldn’t believe that they couldn’t say congratulations to me, oh it was just so awful – they really didn’t like me. Yet before I lost my sight, they loved me. I was an excellent student, I mean A’s all the way sometimes, I was one of their best football players in the football team and the captain of the tennis team and the basketball team but they were fairly quick to forget all that, it was like now with no sports or anything I had nothing to offer them. I do play golf though.  My parents go to the Feach meetings and they got a book on sports for the blind.  I thought golf looked pretty interesting; I’ve been a member of the golf club since I was about 11, so I thought I might as well go back out and play.  I’m just going to go out to the driving range for some practice and then hit the golf course. When I went home last summer my dad brought me new clubs as I hadn’t played in ages. So I’m going to start back up now and I have the intention of winning the Paralympics in golf, or something like that. That’s what I’ve said I’m going to do anyway to prove everyone wrong. That I can do something.  I’m too lazy to go to the gym to be honest, it wouldn’t satisfy me to go to the gym, I need to be real active and I am competitive. I couldn’t even go back and watch my friends play football anymore because I’d be so jealous. It sounds awful but I just couldn’t do it because I miss it so much, because I played for the county as well, and that was really good. Our school team did really well when I was playing with them; we got to the Leinster final. We were loved in the school, we didn’t have to do homework, it was cool; I miss that.  They did give me an award at the end of the year when I finished school, it was for the most achieved and outstanding student, or whatever, but they couldn’t give it to anyone else, there was no way, they had to give it to me. I’d say they didn’t want to give me an award, to acknowledge everything I’d been through; so when I got it, it didn’t actually mean anything to me. It was a shame because to some other people it would have, but I just knew that they had to give it to me.   But then I came to college and it’s a totally different story altogether, college is unbelievable.

I got my place in college no problem. All you have to do is get the points, it doesn’t matter if you’re disabled, it doesn’t matter what’s wrong with you, but if you get the points you automatically have a place, unless it’s medicine or those kind of courses where there’s limited places, then you get a star and you’re picked out randomly. I’m doing Science and there were loads of spaces.  I put Galway ahead, and I went there and I love it there. It’s wonderful and the disability officer is fantastic, she’s just brilliant. The assistive technology officer is lovely too.
I did have a bit of trouble in the first year. I was about 3 weeks in. I had to do Physics to get into Physiology; if I’d had a choice I wouldn’t have done Physics. I don’t know how they’re related but anyway, the lecturer I had at the time came into the lab that I was working in.  If he came into my lab now and talked to me in front of people, I’d say, “Sorry, can you step outside and discuss this further or go to your office or somewhere”, but I was new to college and this guy came in, ambushed me, and started telling me, “You can’t do Science.   I thought, “What are you talking about, I can’t do Science?”, but I kept my cool and said,”Well, yes, actually I can do Science”.  He said, “Well I don’t know how you’re going to do it”, and I said that Physics was probably the easiest lab. to do because there’s no fire involved, whereas in every other lab. you have to work with the Bunsen, but there’s nothing like that in Physics at all, there’s no problem.  I have a Personal Assistant in all my labs as well.  He was just awful. He told me blind people cannot to Science and I said blind people can do whatever they want to do, and I’m visually impaired.  

Anyhow, I ended up waking up the next morning and I woke up blind.  Well, I panicked, I couldn’t see, and I went into the college doctor and I was sent home. I went to Beaumont the next day, at this stage my sight was back to normal, I had my visual fields done and I was the result was the same as always, not great but the same as it was. As I was walking out of the hospital I began losing my sight again.  So I was admitted and 5 days in a row at the same time every day I went blind for an hour. They did not know what it was from.  After 2 days of not going completely blind I was let home and it was put down to stress.  I’ve never let another lecturer talk to me like that, no way. And they haven’t anyhow; they’re nice people in College.

If I was to have a problem, the Disability Officer would always get involved and she’d set up meetings.  In fourth year Science we have to pick our subjects and just do that subject and do a project on it, so she arranged a meeting and she would not let someone tell me I couldn’t do something if I can. She knows me and she knows I can do it.   I want to do Physiology, but still I have to keep my options open and had to have a meeting with the micro-biology people as they didn’t know how I could spend all day in the lab.  She arranged a meeting and she brought herself, me, someone from NCBI in Galway, the Head of the Micro Department, and a secretary to take notes. She made sure these people were all there and let me talk, but she was watching, she was making sure no one could tell me no. I’m well able to talk myself, to explain, to say I can do this, don’t worry about it and I said that I understood that they are a little bit worried about how I was going to work in the lab.. The Disability Officer reassured them that I’d have a PA with me for the 9-5 job that I’d be doing.  She’s just brilliant and she does make them aware.  

They don’t have any problems or worries about me in the Micro-biology dept. now.  I was the first blind Science student, there’s a first time for everything and I was the first.  I think if another blind person came to do Science at NUI Galway, they’d be happy, they’d say fine, there’s no problem.  I suppose in a way I was the guinea pig.  Now they’re aware.  There’d been other disabilities, but they thought you’re blind, you can’t see down a microscope, how are you going to do this?  I was like, it doesn’t matter, it just doesn’t matter, there’s ways around everything.  But when you get to college everything is just so much more relaxed, and obviously it’s harder work but they’re just chilled out. If you say, “I can’t do this”, they’d say, “You can”.  In school if you said I can’t do this, they’d say, “That’s grand, give it up then, don’t go to college, don’t do this”; no encouragement at all in school, it’s just unbelievable.  

Study takes up a lot of time.  My lecturers always give me notes in larger size and my PA takes notes and goes through them with me. My lecturers also give me each slide on a sheet as there are diagrams as I’m doing Physiology so it’s really important  My PA blows them up; diagrams are tough; in school you get exempted from them but in college you don’t, that’s why I have to know the stuff off by heart.  Anyway it’s all going really good.  

Coming here was the first time I’d lived away from home. I have no problems at all, it’s so cool, and it’s grand.  I cook for myself, no problem.  I always get the girls to make sure the meat is cooked: “Does it looked cooked?  What does it look like?”. Once the meat is cooked I can do whatever.  Spaghetti Bolognese is my speciality. I can cook, no problem, its grand.  We take it in turns, four of us live together and share buying and shopping.  My friends are great as well, you need good friends.

I’d been getting my voice trained back when my sight was OK, but afterwards I didn’t keep my music going. I’ve said I’m very competitive and you have to sight read; I couldn’t sight read anymore and all the girls were there with their music, sight reading, and singing along.  I said, “I can’t do this”.  I was just going along and I said, “I don’t want to do this anymore if I can’t do it right”. I shouldn’t have done that, but my singing teacher, she coaches the best of the best, her students always win the Feis Ceoil l and things like that and she wanted the best, and to take on the best, and from there I couldn’t give it my best anymore.  I joined the musical society this year in college and I didn’t enjoy it.  I like to sing and dance and everything but I just didn’t enjoy it, so I didn’t keep it up.  I think when I go to a new university I’ll definitely try to join something there. My New Year’s resolution this year and last year, was to play the guitar, so we’ll see; someday maybe if I ever have the time.  It would be good if I could sing and play an instrument, but my voice isn’t like it used to be

I’m going to go back to the golf, but I miss tennis an awful lot.  I was playing the Wii the other day, the Nintendo Wii. I was playing the tennis game and they were saying right, left, right, not even looking at the TV, and that’s probably the most exercise I’ve done in ages.  I’ll probably do dancing or something like that, join any of the societies. I was a member of societies and charities and such but I’m not as active as I should be. I’m still a bit active in that kind of way, like Alive and that, they’re good to work for.  I hang out with my friends and I live in student accommodation and we all just call over to each other’s houses, taking study breaks. I enjoy college and doing my college work.  Now I have my heart set on Occupational Therapy, that’s it; and I’m going to do work experience now.  I’ve applied to UCAS and I haven’t been rejected from anywhere yet. They’ve all said I’m on to the next level.  Hopefully I’ll get an offer for a UK university. I have an interview for Sheffield during the Easter holidays and I’ve applied to Belfast, the Jordanstown campus, Liverpool, Plymouth, Bristol and Sheffield. We’ll see how they go. I’ve tried my best anyhow so we’ll see how I get on.  

There is a blind lecturer actually in Trinity and she is an Occupational Therapist, but I’d have to be 23 before I can go as a mature student so I don’t really want to waist time waiting and even at that it’s I’m not guaranteed a place.
If I was to talk to someone now who was 14 and in my shoes, I would just say, “Please, please don’t let anyone tell you what to do, because that was the worst thing I ever did, because you’re treated like a child, but you’re really not.  Respect your elders and let them talk to you, but don’t let them tell you what to do”.  It was school that was the most awful thing, it would actually put you off going to college but you need to tell people that college is just a totally different ball game altogether, it’s in a league of it’s own.  Without school you just can’t go to college and there are maybe some people who would think of not going to school, but it’s worth it in the end.  But schools need to be taught.  There’s a role for NCBI.  They should have a meeting with the Principal who has to go to this.

I can’t wait to get my degree, and then if I get a letter saying I’m accepted somewhere, I’m going to put my picture in the paper in my cap and gown, saying that (my name) has graduated in Science and is now studying Occupational Therapy at such and such. I’d love to do that so that they’d all see it in the paper. There’s one teacher that I got on great with and I’d go to the school and tell her because she’d said, don’t be a stranger. I’d go up and see her, and I’d tell her and she’d pass on the word.  I’d love it, I can’t wait till that day comes, because it will come, I will be an OT.  
Note:  The above interviewee received her degree in Science from NUI Galway and is currently studying Occupational Therapy at the University of Liverpool.
  

Interviewee 5: Female; Age 24

I suppose I would have had a visual impairment since birth. I got through national school and secondary school, a lot of that, I suppose, on my own.  I would have written my own notes but there would have been visiting teachers, but when you’re young you don’t really know what it’s about.  They did try different equipment to help me with my education, like CCTV,s, where you put the book under the scanner and it comes up on the screen, but I remember I didn’t like this big piece of equipment when I was young because I just felt that it attracted attention. I don’t like things that attract attention to myself, but I would have used a magnifying glass, that is a small magnifier and a telescope to read from the blackboard. I’ve had those two pieces of equipment all my life. I wouldn’t have got to where I am today without them, and they’re only small things but without them I wouldn’t be able to read, for example, the menu in a restaurant; they got me through my education.  I’ve had them since the beginning.  

I’m not really sure who would have given me an assessment, but the two pieces of equipment, I think, I would have got from NCBI. I used to go to their main office in Dublin. My parents took me there.  There would have been other reasons for going to Dublin; they did a lot of operations on my eyes to try and make my sight better, but in the end there was nothing they could do.  I didn’t really know all the reasons all this was going on, being only a small child, but I do remember the hospitals; I think now, if I need anything done in hospitals, I think, oh my God. 

In secondary schools I used the same two pieces of equipment, and then I got the laptop.  At the time it was Zoomtext which made the print bigger; the Dept. of Education provided that.  My first year in College I got a laptop, I suppose it was through NCBI, and Supernova which was a better programme.  It was similar to the Zoomtext, but I found there were always problems with the Zoomtext with the mouse jumping around the screen, whereas I found Supernova much better and it had speech on it too, so if you were writing an essay you could have it read it back to you and you can hear your mistakes, or whatever.  I’m not really sure how it all came about; my mother would probably know more about that.  The technology support person came out to me. 

In secondary school I found it tough trying to keep up with the notes, writing down the notes, and I always used to miss things, because when you’re looking one minute with your telescope at the blackboard and then trying to write it down, and then trying to look up and down the board…  The teachers didn’t, couldn’t seem to… have the understanding at the time that they could have adapted their teaching or let me have the notes on tape, but they did promise me a note-taker at one stage, but none of that happened. I used my magnifying glass when I needed to but my classmates couldn’t understand why I couldn’t always see the notes. From the first year of secondary school up to the Leaving Cert.  I would have written all my notes and had to give in written work.  

When I look back now, I don’t know how I got through it, but my mother was working in the school at the time and she would have seen how hard it was even trying to keep up with the work. We used to have a lot of homework, so I’d be up until 2 or 3 in the morning trying to get it all done because you’d be tired enough, writing the notes throughout the day, before starting on your homework.  But I got through it anyway. It was only in college that I really got the support I needed.  In the Leaving Cert. exam I was given extra time; 10 minutes in every hour and I got a room of my own.  I wrote it all myself and I used my magnifier to read the questions.  I took Honours Business, Honours Music, Honours Home Economics, and the others at Pass level, English, Maths; I got exempted from Irish; I was doing French as well but I gave it up a few months before the orals because, even my mother wanted me to give it up because she could see how it was all too much for me.  I was like, “no, I’ll do it as long as I can”. I was determined to do everything I could, you know, but eventually it came to the point where I just had to.

There would have been a little bit of bullying but I kind of got on with it you know; I would have thought, ‘I have to get through this and get on with it, if I want an education’, that’s the aspect I took.  It wasn’t easy but I don’t want to be too negative, but I suppose without the magnifying glass and the telescope I don’t think it would have been possible.  

In relation to career guidance and help and support with deciding which subjects to take, I just kind of went on my own, what interested me. I knew at the time when I was choosing my subjects that I did want to get into social care, some field of social care, I knew I wanted social work or something like that, so I was looking up at the high levels at the time.  I did transition year, so I was in secondary school for 6 years; after my Junior Cert. I did transition year and then did 4th year and Leaving Cert.; I was really glad I did transition year, I got to work in the Medical Records in the hospital as one of my work placements and I got to work with travellers’ children, near where I went to school, in a pre-school with young children, so that was a start to my social care career really, it was the beginning of my experience. The school sorted that out, they kind of asked me what kind of area I wanted and I kind of gave examples of where I wanted to go and they arranged it from there. I did enjoy that immensely.  And different music; I would have got the chance to do musicals and things like that.  

Transition year was great, it gave you the chance to getting a feeling of what you did want, because a lot of people still didn’t know what they wanted; but then that’s kind of how I chose my subjects. I thought: ‘Business, you know you’re going to need Business in any job you go into’; that was the reason I did Business for my Leaving Cert.; and Home Economics – it was called Home Economics and Social and Scientific, so it had social aspects as well, so that was the reason I did that; and then music, I always had a flair for music since I was a child, singing and I played the keyboard up to Junior Cert. and then I kind of gave it up, but I picked music as it was a kind of a social subject, so all of the subjects were in a social aspect, I picked the subjects that way. 

The career lady in the last year did kind of highlight the different colleges that would have support for people with disabilities, where I’d get better support, because they were aware that I didn’t get enough support that I needed in secondary, even though it was promised by the Principal. I don’t really know what happened. I applied for the courses in Athlone because I wanted to do Applied Social Studies and Social Care and that was the nearest place to do it; they have it in Sligo, Carlow, Cork, Dublin, but I wanted to be near home.  

I stayed in Athlone for the week and came home for weekends. I contacted the disability liaison officer in Athlone beforehand and she was very helpful, so I got a note taker in College and there was a CCTV and I was able to photocopy in the library, so it was brilliant.  There was a computer room and an assistive technology room with different computers and they’d put the software on that you needed. I got the Supernova and I could do all the typing of my essays and look up things on the internet while I was in College and I had, for exams, extra time and a note taker and reader and a room of my own, and that was just… from there on it was just fantastic. I studied Psychology, Sociology, Applied Social Study – the subject itself which covered foster care, adoption, residential care, and more general aspects of care, community development, art, drama, PE – it was very broad.  

Since I went to College though, it has improved for people with disabilities.  I started in 2003 and I’ve just finished, so it was 4 years.  It would have been the first time I’d lived away from home and it was tough enough the first year but it was nice to get out and be more independent for myself and I made great friends as well.  The fact it was a social care class they had no..., they didn’t really have an attitude towards me using my telescope and my magnifying glass, they accepted me for the way I was compared to secondary school. 

None of the friends I’d had at secondary school went on to Athlone.  When I did transition year, my friends would have been a year behind me, I was a year ahead of them, so I suppose… I know the fourth year and leaving year were tough, but it was nice to have that little bit of support of being in the same year as my group of friends.  There were a group of 7 of us, which was amazing you know, but they weren’t in the same year as me, so that was great for me.  I would have been friends with one girl from National school and when she went to secondary school, she really changed, she got a bit wild, but she introduced me to people she knew and that’s how I became friends with them, it kind of interlinked.  At the time a lot of people she introduced me to would have been a year behind me.  That would have been my second reason to do transition year, one of my main reasons, but they didn’t go on to college with me.  One or two went on to University here (Galway) and then the other few didn’t want to go on to college at all.  Out of the group of 7 from secondary school, we’ve kind of drifted away, but there’d be one girl I’d still be friends with.   My friends at College would have been more in class; I did meet somebody I lived with (in halls) but that friendship didn’t work out in the end. You know how in College there are friendships you think are great, and then it’s not really; but those mainly from my class did, which was lovely.  

Someone from FAS helped me do up my CV to make it more kind of impressive but I didn’t work along with FAS.  I know FAS have a lot of different supports, CE schemes and that kind of thing, but I feel that I’ve been more independent.  There are different grants for employers to get, to have people with disabilities working for them but a part of me just didn’t want to go there because I don’t want to bring it upon myself to say to an employer, “look here’s a grant, employ me”; they might get the impression you can’t do the job.  Maybe that’s not a good attitude to have, but that’s how I feel about it.  

Overall, looking for work itself, I didn’t find it very helpful.  Looking up specific information maybe about courses and helping me with my CV, to that extent it was very good, but I’m doing a lot of bits of voluntary work now, and I’ve done a lot of interviews now; with Disability West, there’s a PO interview I didn’t get because I don’t drive. I think that is a drawback to my sight because I’ll never be able to drive and they need someone who can drive the service users around different places on a shift and I wouldn’t be able to do that.  But I got feedback from the interview and they said that was the only reason that we didn’t give you the job, because you can’t drive; he said other than that he was… it was really high standard and positive feedback.  But they recommended me to work in the area of advocacy and that was an area I was thinking about and people have said that I would be good at, you know, due to the fact that I would have gone through experiences myself through having a visual impairment, so I’m looking into that and I’ve applied for a Masters at the University here (Galway).  I met with the course director of that course and she said, well you should get all the support that you need here.  I’ve heard that the support, particularly in the library, is fantastic.  I just need to get on to the Disability Liaison Officer from Athlone where I worked last, to get the two of those to link up to sort out support and get the funding for the support; so I should get the same support.  I’ve applied; the closing date is the end of April, so it’ll probably be 3 or 4 weeks after that I should hear for a September start.  The Social Work Masters will be 2 years full-time and advocacy would be 1 year.  Most masters, they wouldn’t be any more that 2 years unless they were part-time, but I’d rather do it full-time and get it over with.  

The fact that I’d have the support… I wouldn’t be able to do it without a note taker, I wouldn’t be able to keep up with it, I wouldn’t be able to write a full exam in an exam hall like everyone else.  I had great support at the last college, it was fantastic but I was speaking to the manager of NCBI here a few weeks ago and she was kind of saying to me, well, because she worked with me when I was younger, she would have been a resource worker when I was a child, and she said, “well, when you were young there wasn’t all these supports for education like there is now”, so I suppose that’s probably why I didn’t have much, that’s why I was writing my own notes and all of that in national and secondary school.  I suppose the support of my parents behind me, without that and a few friends as well; at the time at the national school it would have been more family behind me, that was a great support.  

I didn’t belong to any clubs or anything. I don’t really remember how I spent free time; I would have hung out with a few neighbouring kids in the area; we lived up country so I would have played in the fields and things like that.  Everyone knew each other at the time, but now nobody knows anyone, it’s really expanded now, but I suppose I would have done singing with my dad and that would have been something that I always loved, singing harmony and that but he would have gone round to nursing homes with another neighbour who played keyboard so I would have gone singing with him.  

I have 3 brothers and one sister but they’ve all perfect sight.  They’re all grown up now with their own families.  I’m often called on for baby sitting.  I suppose the fact that they do expect me… they know I’m capable of doing it in spite of my sight, it does make you feel good too.  

I suppose…looking on the whole experience really, there have been a lot of tough battles but I kind of do look on it as a positive experience too, because it does help you develop in your own way.  I would have gone to counselling, I would have had access to it.  I did look into becoming a counsellor as well, but it takes too long, so I think going down the road of advocacy; it would be more of a job that you wouldn’t need a car. If I don’t get that, if I don’t get into it, I’ve applied for the masters in social work as well, so my idea would be to go, if I didn’t get one I’d get the other; I just think I have something to give.  

NCBI/The Archive Project

It would be a useful thing to do because people using NCBI don’t get to know other people, don’t meet each other. It would be nice for other people to get to know other people using the services, their experiences. I think each office is fairly isolated in each of the counties; you don’t know much of other people using the services.  In the last few years as you get older, perhaps you’re in college by yourself. I went to college in Athlone, and just to find out are there any services in your own area through NCBI, are there any activities, activities to meet other people, to get out to meet other people and see what other visually impaired people are doing.  We decided to set up an activity group for people in NCBI, a new group, it covers most of the West; there was a meeting at the weekend, most of the people were from Galway and the County; there was a discussion. It would be great to get this sort of thing going; there were some people who were fully blind and some, like myself, who are partially sighted and to hear their own experiences was amazing.  They came up with the idea and asked that anyone registered with NCBI who’d be interested, could they pass on the details. That’s how I found out about it, one of the links I had, trying to find out if there were any activities.  When you look at the website, it’s all in Dublin, nowhere else.  It would be good if people throughout the country could meet up. The Archive sounds good, it would be a new development for the service, maybe get more people…they’d know where to draw information.  It sounds very good.  

It would be great if this research did help develop networking and accessible internet cafés.  I would be interested in being part of the Archive.  I think it would give people an insight into how people do things.  You do get down about ‘I can’t do this and how come other people can, why do I have this?’  You try not to let it get to you as much as you can, though sometimes you can’t help it, so I think that would be a great idea. 
Interviewee 6: Female; Age 22 

Self-portrait

I have been blind since I was nine months old. I don’t ever remember being able to see, so blindness has always been a part of my life.  I attended mainstream primary and secondary school, and studied music at Queens University Belfast. I currently work in a media organisation, and do voluntary work at a community radio station.  Some of my interests include music/radio, going to gigs, Reading, writing, travelling, surfing the net, cycling and charity work. I enjoy spending time with family and friends, (and my dogs of course!)  I have a guide dog and he has changed my life, helping me to become more independent. I have a supportive family and friends, who do not treat me differently because I am blind. I have a good sense of humour when it comes to disability, so I suppose I am lucky. Sometimes there are difficulties, but I view being blind as a positive aspect of my personality, and think I would be a very different person if I could see.

Interview

I went completely blind when I was, I think, 9 months old, I was born premature (retinopathy of prematurity) - too much oxygen.  I don’t remember ever being able to see, though I do have light perception, but growing up it was always something that, I don’t see myself as being any different.  I have a brother and a sister, I’m the youngest, but I was always just treated the same as them; whatever they did, I would do.  When they were going for work experience I would just do the same as them, I’d take a pen and pretend I was writing and draw pictures, that sort of thing.  

I went to mainstream primary school and my mum is a primary school teacher. I went there when I was four because my dad didn’t want me going to school in Dublin, being so young; it’s a four hour drive from here and I would have had to be residential and only coming home for weekends. He didn’t want me going there when I was so young, so he said I would go to mainstream school until I made my first communion and then go to Dublin.  I suppose it was easier because my mum taught in school as well but they’d never had a blind student before.  

There were about 25-30 pupils in the class so I went along with my cousin who is two months older than me and lives nearby.  We’ve always been friends, I sort of grew up with her and I was in her class; she would take me along with whatever she did and I sort of got on OK at school.  I started learning Braille when I was three with a social worker who lives locally and I would do that outside school for an hour or two hours a week.  One of my teachers could read Braille so for the first couple of years I would be doing Braille but my class, the other children would be writing and that, so I did whatever they did.  I had a Braille machine and I started using that in school in my first class.  The noise wasn’t a problem because everybody was used to it, they didn’t know any different.  If I used it now I think I’d die, but that was just how it was, I did all the same subjects as everyone else.  I had a part-time assistant from the third class, from when I was 8 or 9; she would come in maybe 2 hours a week.  I never actually had an assistant really; I never had a full-time assistant when I was in primary school anyway, though there were people on class schemes and different sorts of things.  I didn’t listen to books on tape, most of my books were Braille and you have to wait ages for the books you need and sometimes that was really awkward. 

 It was worse in secondary school. There were more books that took longer but in primary school I think I had most of my stuff in Braille.  Only one of my teachers learnt Braille and she used to help me when I was learning as well, but the rest of the time I would Braille.  I had to read the Braille back and one of my friends would write it for me so they would finish their work and then more or less write up mine so that the teacher could read it.  I would try and teach them Braille as well in school and the teachers would come in and go crazy at them for using my Braille and the teachers used to think that I hated it.  I have really good friends.  I always did the same things as them; I never thought I was any different.  I hated sports, I hated PE, but I would always try everything because my mum was the PE teacher, she used to teach PE and she taught me in primary school for two years; she took rounders and football and she used to make me play as well, and if there was a race, I would do it, holding someone else’s hand, but I would have to do it. 

I started training with a cane when I was eight, just in school but I always hated it; I had this thing as soon as I knew that you could get a guide do, I wanted one and I thought I’m never using a cane because I want a guide dog.  I never used it in primary school and I only used it a bit around secondary school. I knew my way round school well but the school was so busy. I had an assistant for most of secondary school - there were about 750 students - and because I never used it in school, I always noticed when I did use it and felt, like, something different which I didn’t like.  So I never really felt comfortable using the cane, but they were like, oh you have to use a cane before you can get a dog so I kind of used it if I had to. Up until last year, if I was with my friends I would walk with them and they would keep the cane. At certain moments I would do it with my cousin because she was really good at explaining thing and would know how I should use the cane, the rest of them would be a bit nervous if I used the cane, so I wouldn’t if I was with them. 

 I never did go to school in Dublin; I went to my mainstream secondary school. It was OK. I didn’t have an assistant at first, I got one from second year, full-time and she was brilliant. She was my sister’s friend so I knew her, I’d kind of grown up with her; I taught her Braille and I couldn’t have got on without an assistant because there was so much photocopying and Braille books. I never had Braille books on time so she would always have to read stuff and put stuff on tape.  There was so much work in secondary school and because I was the only blind person I was kind of teaching the teachers really. A lot of them, most of them, were great but some of them, a couple of them, weren’t, but most of them would try to help as much as they could.  They’d give my assistant handouts before class so that she could photocopy them and then scan and Braille them; she would put them on the computer and Braille them so I would have access to them. 

I started using a computer at secondary school and nearly everything, then, was done on computer.  I had a laptop and I had a Braille Lite – a small Braille note-taker and I sometimes used a Perkins brailler for maths; the computer I used with speech.  I started learning how to type from a local girl when I was 11, just on an ordinary type-writer until I got my computer when I was 12. I got my computer when I was still in primary school but I didn’t start to use it until I was in second year at secondary school.  NCBI gave me my computer and came out and did a few days training and then one of my teachers in primary school taught me a bit on my computer and then I just learned myself.  There is a NCBI centre in the County, but my computer and the trainers came up from Dublin.  Someone from NCBI used to visit the school when I was in primary school; he used to come and talk to me and talk to my teachers but there was a visiting teacher from Dublin, as well who used to come maybe once a month all through primary and secondary school and she was brilliant because she’d talk to the teachers to see if they needed anything and make sure I was learning Braille OK because there was only one Braille teacher near where I live and she was a social worker and she just knew Braille but it wasn’t like…she was from the local NCBI. 

At secondary school you did 10 or 11 subjects for your Junior Certificate I think. You do three years of secondary school and in your third year you do your Junior Cert.  I didn’t do a History Junior Cert.;  I studied it nearly up to the exam and then they told me that if I wanted I should have been exempt from Irish, but I’ve always studied Irish, but I had the option to do a subject less.  Then you do two more years; you do 6 or 7 subjects for your Leaving Cert. which you take in your last year.  I did 7: English, Irish, Maths, you have to do those and I did Business Studies, French, Music and Biology.  My assistant really liked art, so for Biology she used to make diagrams and she’d use just anything, paper, plastic, wire and by the end we had hundreds of them and I think the teacher still uses them to show the students, they were really good.  

The worst thing was I didn’t get any work experience.  You can do Transition Year, where you study English, Irish and Maths and the rest of the year is made up of work experience.  This is after the Junior Cert. – it’s an extra year and I don’t think it’s optional now, but when I was there I couldn’t do it because not enough students had signed up for it, so that was the one thing, I never, nobody got work experience.  So after school I picked Music and I knew half way through the course that I was never going to use it but I’d no work experience, I didn’t know what I’d like or what I wouldn’t.   There was no careers guidance, not just because I was blind but for everybody; they give you a prospectus. “Where do you think you’d like to go?”, and you’d say like Dublin or Belfast and they’d give you that prospectus.  There was just some general stuff for the whole class, nothing personal. I found out about my course from a music teacher at another local school, not my own music teacher – that’s how bad it was – it was just whatever you wanted to do.  

I play the piano. I started the violin but didn’t keep it up.  On the course there was a lot of theory.  I started off doing music and psychology because I thought I was going to do music therapy; I’d hoped I could be the right sort of person for it but then you just sort of know so… I didn’t find out until I was there.  I was 8 when I started the piano and then I got a violin for a present from my godparents for my 16th birthday. If I’d started when I was younger I might have like it but I think I was too old, I was trying to learn it while I was studying.  I always liked music and I had a keyboard and played the recorder in music classes. I knew a traditional Irish player and he came out to our house one night and he was talking to me, I was about 7, and he told my daddy that he would teach me, he’d give me piano lessons once a week free, so I went there for a while and really liked it.   I liked it, but in piano we did exams and learned classical pieces of music and didn’t get to learn pieces you liked so it kind of puts you off; I don’t really play much anymore.  I know I’m going to regret it; I listen to a lot more music now than I play, it’s more a hobby now.  I like lots of stuff.  I like singer songwriters, people like Bob Dylan, Van Morrison, that kind of stuff. 

I went to college at Queen’s in Belfast and that was the first time I’d been away from home.  It was OK. I went when I was 17; because I didn’t do Transition Year I was a year younger than everyone else in the North. I went in September and I wasn’t 18 until February so I thought it was great because I could get in everywhere.  I didn’t mind because two of my friends went to college there as well and I lived in Halls and they lived in Hall in the block beside me.  It was OK – good fun.  I didn’t have any cooking skills, I hated cooking and I still hate cooking.  In first year we just shared the cooking and shopping and made the simplest things we could.  I was home nearly every weekend; the first year my parents would pick me up and the second year a friend got a car and I’d travel with them.  

I was at college for 3 years. I graduated December 2005/06 – I don’t know, it seems ages ago.  It was better at college than school, although it was kind of awkward getting support at first.  Everything had to come through the Department of Education and they’re always really slow at putting things in place, but I had an assistant for when I was in class so I used the cane to get over there and they’d meet me and take me across and they’d put my notes on the computer and give them to me because it was awkward in the lecture using Jaws on the computer.  The first year my assistant was a music student so that was really good and we’re really good friends now and I keep in touch with her. 

I only did Psychology for a year and a half. I did some Psychology modules in the second year, but not so many so it was rather like a Major in Music, and then I just kept on with the music, ethnomusicology, because I knew I wasn’t going to do Music Therapy; they were two really different subjects and if you weren’t going to use them together… Psychology is tough and I think I was more interested in the music side so I started doing world music, I wasn’t really concentrating on Psychology once I knew I wasn’t going to do Music Therapy, I just focused on the music.  

There was no work experience at college. You did your work and your assignments and you got on with it and that was it. Some students worked part-time and if you did, fair enough, but it wasn’t really approved of in college.  I had a couple of friends there, but there was nothing aimed at people with disabilities so I was really lucky that I had friends and I wasn’t really shy, but if you were really shy going there, you wouldn’t have had much of a social life.  Each course would have its own societies; the music society would organise stuff, but it wasn’t really my thing; they’d have concerts and recitals at lunch times and I’d go with some of my friends.  I mainly only met people who were doing music as well; I didn’t mind because I’m so used to doing things just with my friends.  I don’t really go to things organised just for people with disabilities, but there wasn’t any opportunity to do that if you wanted to anyway.  

When I was looking at courses I wanted to do at UCD, because I’d always thought I was going to go to Dublin, their disability support services seemed brilliant, the man in charge had a disability himself.  I didn’t go to Dublin because their courses were more about music performance and I’d have had to do Music as an Arts Degree I think, with a few other subjects.  When I saw it I thought it was great and I thought the college was great, then I saw the course in Belfast and there was more choice, there was music but there were so many different sides to music, but if I’d gone to Dublin I would  have had to do performance.  

I’ve no regrets about my choice but it’s interesting the difference between the North and the South in disability services. But Belfast wasn’t as busy as Dublin, it was nearer home and I’d always had the thing that I’d get my guide dog there.  No, I loved the course even though I probably won’t use it, I loved doing it and I loved what I studied and you could choose, you could pick what you liked, what you wanted to do, it wasn’t just, ‘you’re studying this course, you have to do these subjects’, you had a choice.  The disability services weren’t great but the music and psychology lectures were brilliant, they were really, really helpful.  The disability staff though weren’t brilliant; there was a lovely girl there when I applied and she was there for maybe the first 6 months and she was really nice, but the best ones always leave.  

There was more they could have done, for example in Halls.  I came up at the start and I did a bit, through NCBI, with the cane around college.  I think the college could have done more but they didn’t worry because we were living in Halls.  There were 10 students on each floor and they could perhaps have made it a bit more accessible. At first they were great; they gave me a Hall close to my study. The Halls are like a wee village and there are blocks, 3 storey blocks of ten, and there are loads of these, so the one I was in was the nearest one to the entrance so I was able to go with the cane from there to the entrance and if I wanted a taxi. It was all very secure and taxi drivers weren’t allowed to drive down past this barrier and also people weren’t allowed to drive down so people weren’t just coming in and you never knew who’d be coming in, it was really secure and good that way; but in second and third years I was in two different halls each year and they kept moving me further and further away from the entrance and every time I rang for a taxi the taxi drivers would have trouble getting down. The reception wouldn’t let them; they’d give my name at reception and tell them why they were coming down to collect me and they’d make a big deal about it. There were just wee silly things that they could have done that would have made it a bit easier.  I talked to them about it sometimes - in third year they were going to put me upstairs and they always had a reason why I had to move but we were saying, ‘that’s kind of stupid, because if there was a fire or anything’, and then sometimes they’d make a big deal about other things. In the end I just didn’t care because I’d be leaving.  But my mum would sort it out, whereas I was a bit shyer.  If I walked in now and they asked me if I could go up and tell them what they could do for disabled students, I’d be there for 3 hours, but when you’re there you just want to be the same as everybody else.  

I finished the course and exams in June and had to repeat one in August so I was sort of studying all summer.

I never knew really what I wanted to do.  There were some career’s people and I did go to them in the third year, but I knew after Belfast that I was going to be living at home because my main thing was I wanted to get my guide-dog and I didn’t want to go anywhere else until I had that. I thought I was going to get one in college.  I wanted one for ages and I was going to apply to Cork and then when I decided to go to college in the North, they said that it would be better if I applied in Belfast.

Belfast used to have a residential guide dog training centre but then it closed down because they’d no funding.  They then trained the dogs in Scotland and brought them over to Belfast and you’d stay in a hotel whilst you were training with yours.  So I thought, great, I’ll be in Belfast and I’ll know the place well.  They said you’ll get the dog in the summer of your first year so I applied and they did an assessment. I applied in November 2003 when I’d just started college and I didn’t get my assessment until June, so that was out for the first year and I was waiting then for another year. I don’t really know what kind of a system they have but I don’t think the funding is really great because you don’t really hear too much from them.  So I’d been waiting for nearly 2 years and was in Cork and decided to go to the guide dog centre there. I wanted to see it because, although I hadn’t applied there, I’d done fund raising for Cork and I always heard from them and I’d get their magazine. Whilst I was there I said I was a student in Belfast and they said I could still apply there as well.  Guide Dogs in Ireland is separate from the NCBI and from the UK.  I’d been to visit the guide dog centre in Belfast when I was young, but when you’re on a waiting list and you don’t hear anything… so I filled in an application form and had to wait two years; so I was waiting almost 4 years.  And then when I finished college they wrote me a letter saying I wasn’t eligible anymore as I wasn’t living in the UK because I’d finished my course, so if I hadn’t applied to Cork I’d have had to start all over again.  

Last August I went to do my training and having the dog is even better than I’d thought it would be.  I couldn’t wait. I’d been waiting so long.  I did a two week training course; the training course in Cork was supposed to be three weeks but because some people on the course had had dogs before and sometimes a trainer would have two or three people to train with their dogs, but my trainer was just training me and we had a few days left and she came up to my home, to go round the routes locally.  It’s great because I can just go wherever, it’s brilliant.  People say when you get your guide dog it’ll make such a difference but you don’t really realise until you get it.  I’m really lucky because I love dogs anyway; we had a Labrador for 13 years, so I’m used to big dogs; we’ve always had dogs so it’s almost like a hobby really. I couldn’t wait to have one and look after him.  He’s been to the vets a few times in the last month; he had to go a few weeks ago for surgery and, you know, it’s completely different to a pet dog because I left him in the morning and had to collect him after work, so I had a full day in work worrying about him.   They’re a lot of work but I like it, so it makes it a lot easier.  

I came home and my mum had been in touch with a sort of job coach who works for FAS, a training agency; she was lovely.  I met her in September and we spent from September until Christmas looking at jobs and she did different things helping with different skills and CVs and that sort of thing.  We were looking at jobs that were advertised but, because I’d no experience, it was impossible.  In the meantime I was working voluntary in my mum’s school. She used to teach mainstream but now she teaches children with special needs in the same primary school, but the school has 6 or 7 special needs classes now; the class she has are children who have learning difficulties; they’d do reading and writing but also social skills and daily living skills and things like that.  I went along as a support worker and it was brilliant. I’m still going along there now and I know all the kids.  It was good because I knew the school well and knew all the teachers, it was really relaxed and it was great for the kids because they’re all teenagers, 5 or 6 of them and we’d go bowling and they’d take me around, they’d take me on the bus and when it was my turn to bowl they’d show me where to stand and show me what to do and they thought this was great because they had all the responsibility, they were brilliant.  This was my first experience of work experience. 

After Christmas I was meeting the job coach once a week and she put me in touch with another woman who works for an organisation who offer work experience.  They work with people with learning difficulties and other disabilities and they find out what people like and get them work experience.  The scheme lasts a year and they get you two or three different work experiences and you find out which you like and then you stay there for about a year.  The scheme seemed brilliant because you didn’t need any work experience and I didn’t have any real work experience so it seemed a good way of finding out what I liked.  So I met up with someone from there in January last year and she was brilliant, she really helped me.  I kind of thought that I’d like to do something in the media so I went to this radio station and they gave me a work placement for a month, of 4 days a week.  I had an assessment as well and an assistant for 20 hours a week. She would come with me, just for my travel and if I needed to go somewhere or whatever.  I wasn’t involved in interviewing or appointing anyone as my assistant, they just gave me someone for a month that they found for me. I didn’t have any choice, if I didn’t like her; that was the thing, I never had any choice with an assistant; I was OK, I got on with them but if you didn’t there was no choice.  I’ve just been lucky.  Everything you try and get is a struggle, like they told me I could have an assistant for a month and I basically met her one day and started working the next day.  The three I had before were just students; you don’t know what to think, you could have a lot in common or you could have nothing in common.  But she is just really easy going and would do anything I asked. 

So I was in the Radio Station for a month and was then told that I couldn’t have an assistant anymore.  I also had work experience on two newspapers, and they told me that I didn’t need an assistant, that they were only giving me one for 6 hours a week.  I had a 45 minute bus journey to where the placement was and it’s a place I never, ever go to on the bus, so I don’t know my way around or anything.  The assistant that I had at the radio station was allowed to lead me to the bus station near my home and collect me from the bus and then someone that I never met before was meeting me at the bus stop and leading me into work, which is about a two minute walk; they’d said, “Oh, you don’t need an assistant”, so she was collecting me and taking me to put me back on the bus.  

On the first morning I got on the bus on my own and I’d never been on it before; there was no way of knowing where you were and I had to tell the bus driver where I was going and hoped he’d remember; he was the grumpiest bus driver in the world; so of course he drove by my stop and didn’t realise until we got to the bus depot. Then he started cursing and swearing and he got out of the bus and came back about 5 minutes later; he said, “Sit up at the front, I’ve got a taxi for you”, so I had to get a taxi back to the newspaper office and I spent the rest of the day thinking, when I get the bus home it’s going to be the same bus driver; and when I got on the bus on the way home it was the same bus driver; and when I got on the next morning it was the same one.  When I told him where I was going, he said, “Right, well sit up at the front, it wasn’t my fault you missed your stop”.  My mum and the woman who works in the FAS office went mad: “How can they say you don’t need an assistant?”, and then the next day it was just fine, “You can have 20 hours a week”, that was it. They make such a big deal about everything.  I thought, when I get the guide dog they’ll take my assistant off me, but they said see how you get on.  

I don’t need an assistant now as much as I did, but its great when the dog has to go to the vets or when I have to get a bus to where he doesn’t know, and to where I am now you have to get two buses; you can get one in the morning but if you want to go in the afternoon you have to drive so it’s still going to be really useful to have an assistant.  

I worked on two newspapers as work placement which was kind of scary because I hadn’t done any sort of journalism and usually when you get a work placement, you’ve done something and I hadn’t a clue.  I went down and they were, “Can you do this?”, or, “Can you write this article?”, and, “Can you think of an idea?”.  They’d have an editors’ meeting every day and you’d have to think of ideas and things to write about, and if you’ve done journalism, that’s fair enough and you already know people you can get stories from, but if you’ve never done it before you’re really struggling.  But I did some work for the paper and I was still doing voluntary music shows for the radio station. Everything there was pre-recorded and I’d play maybe at weekends; you can play basically whatever music you want. I would play the music I wanted and I would pre-record it and then, when I was in the radio station, it was answering phones and making ads and things like that, and they’d put out my programme.  

The assistant manager at the radio station has a twin sister who works in the Verbal Arts Centre, which is where I work now for the media organisation.  She was doing a project on people with disabilities, making a digital story where they record someone’s 2 minute story and they put sound effects and pictures along with it.  So she asked me if I’d be able to help her.  I went up and she was asking me what I was going to do when I finished at the radio station.  I told here I had to get 2 other work placements and decide then where I wanted to work, and then hopefully get a work placement.  She said she would ask her boss if I could work there. She rang me the next week and said, although he only needed to give me a placement for a month, that I could work there until Christmas, if I wanted to.  So I started there in May and I just heard about this from working at the radio station.  

I was supposed to finish there in December but I’m still there now. They’ve extended my funding so that I can stay until next Christmas, and now the boss is trying to look for funding because it’s grand for him because he’s getting work done that he doesn’t have to pay for, so he’s trying to look for funding and it was just pure luck for me because I didn’t do anything, it just sort of happened. It’s three and a half days a week and I study radio, broadcast and journalism as well, two evenings a week.  I love it.  The centre promotes reading and writing and we have a lot of schools in doing projects, making digital stories or audio books. A lot of my work is with people doing workshops with schools; I edit what they record. There’s a sound engineer but I would help him with a lot of his work.  Basically all this week I have been editing children reading stories. I book the facilities, and I read a line and the children say it back; I repeat it - and that’s how they read a story for an hour. So I book the facilities and supervise the children and they put sound effects into it and I do a lot of research. We have our own on-line radio station that has just started and we do a lot of work when there are festivals on. You can be doing anything; you never know what you’ll be doing.  

And then of course we do some journalism work; we have to make a radio programme, a radio documentary, a feature for the news programme. I’m doing a documentary at the moment on Music Therapy because there’s a music therapist at my mum’s school, so I’m interviewing people, writing a script and recording it and putting it all together, it’s really good.  I’m there three and a half days a week and have half a day on Thursday and Fridays off, so its good, I can get things done, walking the dog and whatever.  It’s crazy how it’s worked out. One of my aunts who really believes in faith, I was, “Oh, what am I going to do when I finish college?”; she said, “Don’t worry”.  I found out in May that I had this work placement until December, and I started there on the 18th May and the beginning of June I heard that I had a Guide Dog.  Two weeks later I had to go and see the guide dog and in August was training with him, so it just worked out perfectly.  I’d like to continue after Christmas so that they can have funding, and I’d like to be there for a while because I’m getting really good experience in the media, but I’d like to get a bit more before I decide what I’d like to do. I think I feel more drawn to broadcasting than journalism.  I don’t know.  I don’t want to teach; I like working with kids, and helping kids, that didn’t feel like teaching; even though I was teaching them a lot, I didn’t really realise it.  I’ve done some work in schools with the guide dog and teaching kids about Braille and stuff like that.  My mum was a teacher and she’s just put me off it. 

Maybe now that I have a dog I’d go out of this area, but I didn’t want to go away again when I came back from Belfast and I didn’t have a dog; I knew I wouldn’t go somewhere until I had, and I have all my friends here.  My assistant comes here and I go with her to the bus and when I’m getting the bus home, she would meet me, and sometimes I’d walk home from there on my own.  Coming home, because the buses only go every hour, I finish work at 5.30, get the 6 o’clock bus home and get here about 7.  On the nights I do my course, which runs from 6-9, I get a later bus in at 2 o’clock.  Usually I stay at home in the evenings because I’m so tired.  On weekends I’d meet a friend and sometimes we’d go to the pubs in the local town and have lunch or whatever.  I loved living in Belfast, there were so many concerts and small bands playing in bars, there was always something on you could go to.  Here there’s not much music and most of my friends don’t like the same music as me.  

At University there weren’t any sporting facilities or gym there, everything was outside.  I used to swim and go horse riding when I was in primary school, but I was bit by a horse and that was the end of that. I didn’t get involved in any sports at college. I took up cycling for a couple of years but the only person who’ll cycle with me is my brother-in-law so it’s kind of like depending on him, if he doesn’t go then I can’t, and my tandem isn’t the safest bike in the world. But with my guide dog I do a lot of walking. I’ve never walked so much in my life and he walks pretty fast as well.  I’m used to it now but when I’m walking with people, they’re coming behind me saying “Why are you walking so fast?”, I say, “It’s normal”, they say, “No it’s not”.  

My funding would always have to come from the south, and it was always slow.  Someone from the local NCBI comes here once a month, but all through secondary school and college we heard nothing from them, it’s like if you ring them they’ll come down if you need something, but it seems… if you’re not in Dublin or Cork, that seems to be where everything happens, we’re in the middle of nowhere.  I was asking the NCBI lady about careers, about what blind people in the area do, just as a matter of interest, and what kind of things they’ve done.  It seems the people they deal with are either in college or older people who’ve lost their sight, and so don’t have the same experience.  But then again, I was just lucky, with the work placement and being with people who let me try and see what I can do.  They said, if you need any help then we’ll give it to you, but I was sort of left to show them, to do whatever I could, but if you don’t get that chance to do something…there wouldn’t be much locally… you’d just stay at home… there’s not many places that offer you experience, even at the school during Transition Year. 
Interviewee 7: Female; Age 34

I was born 3 months premature so I was only 1lb 10oz and I got too little oxygen, so that was how I became visually impaired.  My parents registered me with NCBI when I was 18 – I can’t really remember but I think you have to be 18 to register; at the time they hadn’t got the Early Learning Centre for children which they have now and I came to the Training Centre 12 years ago.  

I went to a special school for visually impaired girls, and the boys went there until the age of 7 and then they went to a boys’ only special school.  The school I went to doesn’t exist any more, they’ve built houses for people there and a convalescent home there as well.  You could have been a boarder but I chose not to be; I think I was the only day pupil, because everyone else was a boarder, but I chose to go home every day.  There was a taxi service laid on so I got a taxi to and from school.  Schooling was OK but I didn’t do a Leaving Cert. or any exams; the teachers thought I wasn’t able for exams, which I now know is not true because I’ve got a few FETAC Certificates, which are the equivalent to a Leaving Cert.  I think back then the teachers underestimated your ability.  There were about 8-10 people to a class; there were computers but there was no Jaws, it has only been available in the last 10-12 years.  I learned to touch type. At the time the only typewriters were the old manual ones so I typed a lot and also did writing, but I wasn’t very keen on it so when I learned to type I did that and then when computers came on stream, that was even better again because you didn’t have to depend on visual aids for reading. You could have Jaws read out the text on the computer; magazines, anything you wanted; anything you want to access, Jaws will read it out, no problem.  

There were books on tape but I didn’t actually like them because I always felt that I wanted to be like everyone else, I didn’t want the stigma of this girl being visually impaired. I wanted to be like all my friends and I found it hard, it’s only in the latter years that you learn to accept your disability and now, having a guide dog, I’m the happiest person I’ve ever been.  My friends were mainly outside school; I had a lot of friends inside school but because they were all boarders they’d be there after school and I’d be going home.  I tended to generally have friends that I knew quite a long time, not just friends who wanted me for using my radio or things like that.  I wanted people to like me for who I am, not to take pity on me or anything like that.  I did get a slag from the kids on the road, they used to say look at this blind girl, she can’t see where she’s going, she’s going to walk into things.  As a child on the mini bus that I used to be brought to school on the boys used to throw me off the bus and rob my lunch.  It was hard but I learned to toughen up, it does toughen you up.  

I suppose my first memory was the first day of school. I did not like it at all, I screamed and I cried for my parents.  They had tried me at 4 years of age, but they left it then and brought me back again when I was five. I still didn’t like it but I’d no choice, I had to because it was the only education for me, it was the only school that catered for blind and visually impaired students.  Earlier memories were always very happy memories of me and my brother and my parents; the weather back then to me was always sunny and warm and always happy. Part of me would like to be young again, no worries. I never used a cane, I always had help; my family would always bring me places. 

I love English, I’m a great speller. I dislike maths and Irish; I know a little bit of Irish, not sentences, little words but I never learnt the national anthem and I think in this day and age everybody should know the national anthem, but I think as well in school, when you were taught Irish, it was like drilled into you and they put the fear of God into you; it’s like maths, I think the fear factor made you a little bit afraid to learn. But as you get older you learn to handle your own money so you’re going to be more aware of adding and taking away; if somebody in a shop, if you give them money, you’re going to have to know the change you’re going to get back or somebody could actually short change you and if you weren’t aware you wouldn’t know. But basically, just English; I loved English as I said, and Typing, I liked that, and I liked reading.  At the time I had a CCTV, well I still have one for reading but I don’t use it anymore because, as I say, technology just took over. I used to read biographies; I like reading about people.  And I was always very good at spelling.  Now when I do an email or anything like that or compose a letter I always do a spell check on the computer, just to check that I have the correct spelling and more than not I would have the right spelling. 

I wasn’t really taught computers in school; it was more touch typing with the manual keyboard.  At the time when I was taught touch typing in school I used to look at the keys and the teacher used to say to me, “if you look at the keys it slows you down”; I didn’t believe her so she got these sticky things and stuck them over the keys so that I couldn’t see them.  We typed to ‘the quick brown fox jumped over the fence’ and ‘the quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dog’ and that incorporated all the letters of the alphabet and we’d see if we could get faster and faster and one day I just thought OK, I won’t look at the keys, and I was actually amazed that she was right, I did get faster. 

At school we were taught the recorder, it’s like a tin whistle but a bit thicker. I never liked that. I used to get homework to do and the teacher said, “You didn’t do your homework”, and I’d say, “How do you know?”, and she’d say, “Because you can’t play for me what everybody else can play”; but I liked listening to music more than playing it because I didn’t like the aspect of having to learn the different notes.  

I was also taught finger knitting at school, which I thought was fascinating; you’d wrap the wool around your finger and pulled the inner part out and I made a tea cosy, it was great, it meant you didn’t have to use a needle, so you’d no fear of putting the needle into your finger or anything like that.  And I was taught how to use clay and you could make lovely things. I wasn’t very keen on PE.  We used to go swimming as well; the school had a swimming pool and I used to go swimming and I loved it.  In school you had cookery classes once a week and we used to make cakes and bangers and mash and things like that and it was nice.  I was encouraged to cook at home but I was lazy, I never liked practising what I made, it was like practising typing in school, I’d never practise it when I came home.  I never liked homework, I used to do it in the taxi going home and the teacher knew I’d done it in the taxi, because the writing would be all up and down.  It was a way of me enjoying myself when I went home and to forget about school until the next day.  

Another thing I never liked about school was wearing a uniform, I always wanted to wear my normal clothes that I’d wear everyday, and I didn’t like the fact of wearing the same thing everyday. You had a different jumper from primary to secondary but otherwise you had to wear uniform right through school.  I used to put my jumper beside the heater and the teacher, she’d say to me the next day, “Where’s your uniform?”, and I’d say, “Oh, I’m sorry, I put it beside the heater and I’ve burnt a hole in it”, so anything to get out of wearing my uniform.  They weren’t overly strict at school.  They’d give out to you like, but they couldn’t give out to you for your attendance because there was travel transport laid on, so it was to do with whatever time you got picked up and you weren’t on your own.

I left the school on my 18th birthday. I don’t recall anything like careers advice, but I’m sure there was. When I left school I think I went to NCBI into the training centre.  I hadn’t chosen to study any particular subjects at school; as I said, the teachers weren’t that forthcoming. For the last year they used to say to me, bring in a magazine, and it was like bring in a magazine and you have to like entertain yourself and amuse yourself, which was not the right thing to do.  And I had to look after the young kids in the class who were maybe 5 or 6.  I’d help them with their reading and I’d listen to them and I’d help them with their spelling. It was good, it taught me how to look after children and a particular friend of mine who I looked after since he was 5, we still remain friends to this day, and now he’s 23, so I must have been doing something right.  The teachers talked like, oh you’re blind or you’re visually impaired, ah no you’ll never work because you won’t be able to do the work of a sighted person, answering the phone is good for you because all you can do is answer the phone and then pass it through or you can weave baskets or something that isn’t too taxing.  

I wasn’t given the opportunity of trying work experience; I don’t think that was in the curriculum. There wasn’t a Transition Year in my school, it was unheard of then as far as I can recall.  As the years went on, things got better and better and probably now in the boys’ school they do have that.   

They didn’t teach Chemistry to us, but I think they did later when I’d left. I suppose for diagrams you can have them done in Braille but I didn’t.  I learnt Braille in school, the basics, and I didn’t like it, and I learnt it at NCBI when I was under the course and I didn’t like it, I felt that I didn’t need Braille, and you had to have very good touch to be taught Braille and I felt with technology, with the way it is today, why would you need Braille?  A lot of Braille users, who use Braille on a daily basis actually feel very sad because Braille is like taking a back seat and Braille might become obsolete in a few years.  

I can’t really remember how I decided what to do when I left school.  My parents are very good to me and they never wanted to see me sitting at home and doing nothing because they thought, and I’d agree with them today, that when you sit at home and you don’t do anything you get withdrawn and you go into yourself and then it’s harder, the longer you leave doing anything, the harder it gets to get back into that mode.  I think when I left school, I went straight to the NCBI Training Centre.  I think I was there for a 6 month course at the time.  When I was nearing the end of the course, a job seeking coach would try and place you in further education or on another course.  When I first went I learnt basic computers; I didn’t use Jaws then.  But now with Jaws, when you’re typing, each letter is read out so if you know you’ve made a mistake you can go back and rectify it, whereas when you were touch typing you didn’t know if you’d made a mistake at all unless somebody, a teacher came over and told you, and then you’d to correct it.  

Things have changed so much compared to when I was at school.  I’m glad I did get the basic typing skills because typing is much easier than writing, especially when you’re visually impaired, because if you’re writing on the page, OK, they have these writing guides to help you, or writing frames, but at the same time typing is so much quicker.  On the training course I did literacy, numeracy, art and crafts at which I made two stools which I now sit on to groom my guide dog, and then I made a shopping bag and then placemats.  You did pottery as well; I did clay work and I made vases, a book for my Aunt’s grave, and a box for my guide dog’s treats.  I enjoyed that although I didn’t like it at the start, but then of course I got into it and I liked it. But that was me even at school; I didn’t like to do things, but when I got into it I liked them and I’m still a bit like that today. And you could do gardening if you wanted to at the local facilities. The choices were very good. It’s nice to have a variety of things to do because if you don’t have a variety you won’t know what’s out there. 

Through the job coach I mentioned earlier, I got three years’ employment as a volunteer with North East Access Radio, which is a community station, and I was the receptionist, I answered the phones and I presented a weekly magazine programme on the radio; you had someone else then to monitor the desk, you just did all the talking but it was fantastic.  

I’d done telephony on the training course and when I went back to NCBI 12 years later to do another course, we did telephony and there’s a complete difference compared from now to then, because then you were just on the phone and talking to yourself, whereas now you’re at a computer and you fill out forms; say that you want to book a room at a hotel and you have to type through all the boxes and fill in everything and people over at the library they ring in and pretend to be people who want to book things and we have to fill in the forms for them, so it’s a telephony aspect that’s much better now than when I started it.  

I felt OK when I went to the Radio Station.  I could have been involved in the CE scheme which involved working nineteen and a half hours a week, but I was a bit reluctant to do it because I thought that my money was going to be stopped so I didn’t bother going down that road, so I just remained as a volunteer.  I enjoyed my time there, I gained a lot of experience and it was fantastic to be part of because I got to see first hand how a radio programme was put together and I was shown how you have different buttons and how they work.  I’ve always had an interest, even from an early age, in the background of radio programmes and TV programmes, so I’m not just interested in listening to a programme; I also like to know about the background of things as well.  

For the radio programmes I was making, you could bring in your own musical choice and actually I went out with the tape recorder and interviewed Mary Black; I’ve been a personal friend of hers for 22 years, and the radio station were delighted with that.  You also had to go out to the local shopping centres and do vox pops with the recorder; you went and interviewed people where you had a particular question and you had to pose it to people and they’d give their answers.  And then after I left there I went to NCBI’s training centre again for a year and a half, but in between I worked for Avon as an Avon representative.  I got business from people I knew, as I couldn’t go from door to door as I wouldn’t be able to see the number on the door, so I wouldn’t be able to remember where to go back to.  I based all the clientele in my business on people who I know, family and friends and people in the area; I did that for about a year and before that, I’m jumping backwards and forwards, but before that I worked for a radio station. I was an advertising researcher. I used to type out advertisements from opposing radio stations and they’d monitor the ads. And I worked on Hospital radio going round collecting requests from the wards, but that was only work experience for two weeks.  I was also in the Dept. for Finance a couple of years ago for two weeks work experience and I was using Jaws, answering calls, locating extension numbers from the switchboard and putting them through and that gave me a lot of experience, because I not only had to answer the call but to find out, using Jaws, what extension number the person was looking for, and then I had to put them through.  Yes, I enjoyed that.  I think I’ve actually told you my CV all in one go.  

Now I’m doing ECDL at a local College.  I came across the College when I was offered a place there 12 years ago, but at the time I hadn’t good mobility. To get out there and back on my own, there wouldn’t have been any way to do it. So I did know of the college, but it wasn’t until I got my guide dog that my independence has gained immensely and there are no barriers now to where I can go, there are no limitations, whereas before there were.  I’m at a computer all day now; whereas when you’re at the training centre you have a lot of different options to do.  ECDL is the European Computer Driving Licence, and there are 7 modules and you work your way up. There’s module 1 which is theory, and then file management in Word, spreadsheets, databases, PowerPoint and the last one is the internet.  It’s amazing the way you can do all the modules on the computer, every one of them. You can use Jaws but it’s an awful lot harder with Jaws because there are so many key strokes to use, but after a while when you get to know them you’ll be so proficient with Jaws that you’ll be actually quicker than a sighted person using a mouse.  ECDL is recognised across Europe and you have 45 minutes to complete the exam; that’s standard procedure for sighted people as well, for everybody.  Now, when you’re visually impaired or blind you have the option of having a reader and you’re allowed 50 minutes, but they prefer it if you don’t have a reader for the simple reason that it looks better on your CV if you can say, I completed the ECDL in the same time as a fully sighted person.  You do an exam for each of the modules.  

I haven’t really thought beyond the College, although I do have a two day placement for 6 months in a local County Council starting on the 15th of this month so I’ll be doing traffic management; I’ll be doing auditing; going out and observing all the crossings; seeing are the tactile markings up to standard at all the crossings, are the audibles working on the crossings, are the boxes OK.  I do report any crossings that I come across that the audible is not working or if boxes have been removed from the button, which I’ve come across a few.  It’s good to know that that service is out there, that you can report things to.  

A while ago NCBI got on board with Dublin City Council because so many pedestrians were complaining that they were stepping off the pavements; I might not have my facts right here, but sighted people don’t wait on the audible signal anyway when it’s the right of way to go, but I find with the audible signals that guide dogs are trained to cross when they hear the signal, so if I came across a crossing with no audible or if I came to a road with no crossing then I’d have to rely on sighted assistance, but it’s terrible that you have to do that because how do we know that the way is clear to go, we don’t know whether the person who is guiding us is bringing us into danger, but by the audible signal we know, OK, it’s safe now, we can cross.  

When I go over to Geneva, I find myself going over to the crossings and checking. It’s only in the past couple of months that they’ve got tactile markings on all the crossings over there, and not all the crossings are audible; in that respect Ireland is way ahead of certain countries for catering for people with disabilities. I mean all you have to look at is the buses; Dublin bus have put on these buses called AVs – Accessible Vehicles – which means there’s one step up and there’s plenty of room for a guide dog or a wheelchair or a buggy or whatever, and it means that people with a disability can get on and off a bus with no problem.  

Dublin buses also have this new service where you can text the number of the bus that you’re looking for and they send you back the next 3 buses in the opposing direction; and they also have where they’ve painted all the bus poles, instead of being painted blue, they’re all painted yellow which means that people with any remaining vision can see where the bus stop is; and they also provide a service where an assistant for the double bus, if you ring them up, they can come out and travel with you on the bus.  They come to your home, travel with you on the bus and bring you to where you want to go and come back and collect you and do the route back, which means if you have any difficulty getting a bus or if you’ve never done a journey before, a Dublin bus representative will come out for the first 3 or 4 times no matter how long it takes to get you fully confident on the bus.  I think that’s only in operation for the past 2-3 years, I could be wrong.  Like the transportation is getting very good; now I do think buses should be… OK, I don’t have a problem finding my stop but for someone who has no sight, who wouldn’t know where the stop is, audible is very important, it’s like when you get in a lift, the audible in the lift, very important for people with no sight or vision impairment to know where they’re going.  Landmarks like that are very important so that we don’t have to depend on other people. 

I’m at college 2 years now and FAS fund you for a year, so I’ve a little over a year left, but I hope to gain employment somewhere. I would never go back to sit at home and do nothing again. I don’t mind whether it’s full-time or part-time, once I can do the job I don’t mind at all, once I am able. Once I have Jaws on the computer I can do the job as well as a fully sighted person can.  Once you have the technology there you can do anything that’s required of you.  If you go into employment and you use particular software, FAS have a technical aids grant and they’d provide the software that you need.  I haven’t had many dealings with FAS because my instructor is going to look after the technical aid end of it for me when I’m in my next work placement.  It is handy to have that, and then as well, NCBI would also help you with any technology aspects; they’d also be on hand, so you’re not at a loss.  

Although Blind Sports, which are separate to NCBI, provide leisure activities like bowling and football and angling and a lot of other sports, I’ve not done anything like that. I’m not athletic; I prefer to watch it than partake in it.  I don’t dance, I’ve 2 left feet.  I do love music, especially Mary Black’s music, Mary Black is my ultimate favourite, and I love Westlife and Chris de Burgh.

What I find very awkward is, if I go to a party and it’s a dimly lit room and loud music and you can’t integrate into conversation with people because you don’t know who’s sitting there, you have to wait for people to actually talk to you.  Another thing that I find very frustrating is when you’re talking to the person and they get up and they go and don’t say a word to you and you end up talking to yourself.  That’s one drawback.  But getting around isn’t a drawback anymore because as I’ve said. I’ve my guide dog, but before I had her when I used to use my cane I used to hate my disability because I was so hesitant with the cane, I hung back, I was hesitant, people would run up to me and say, do you need help, they’d say I looked worried, my face looked very frightened; when I had the cane as well, I wouldn’t venture out in the dark because the headlights of the cars would be coming towards me and I’d have to stop and let them go by.  So really, there’s no real drawbacks because now, with technology, as I’ve said, you can access the computer and read things. You have scanners for reading, it has a voice and it’ll read the whole text out to you; so if you have post, like a letter, if it’s typed out you just put it into the scanner and it’ll read it all out to you; with Jaws on the computer, magazines are read to you and newspapers and there’s also magnification software so that if you don’t want the speech you can enlarge the print; your mobile phone speaks to you so you can compose and send text messages and receive and it reads it all out to you. So with your disability you’re not at a loss now as compared to ten or twelve years ago, 

I wouldn’t go away on my own though, I always find you need company. My brother lives in Geneva, in Switzerland, and I’d go over to him with my parents.  I’ve been there 6 times, a lovely City.  It’s nice to go away with people, because if you go away on your own you’d need to get assistance and that.  Aer Lingus now are very good if you do need assistance, once they see the symbol cane they’re very good, they give you assistance if you require it or if you need information in Braille you can get that which is good.  I leave my guide dog with close friends of mine when I go away; I could get a passport for her but you have to go through all the vaccinations and all the paperwork and for 4-5 days it’s not worth it and, because I wouldn’t be working her, there’d be no point; you couldn’t work your guide dog over there because they drive on the opposite side of the road, so it would confuse the dog completely.  

In the latter years when I got my cane training, I did not like the cane, then I applied for a guide dog and I find the guide dog brilliant. I mean a dog isn’t for everybody; the way it is, a cane is an obstacle detector and a dog is an obstacle avoider, so it you’re using a dog, the guide dog will bring you around everything, whereas the cane, if your dog retires for some reason and you have to go back to using the cane, you’ll find out things on your travels that you never knew were there because your dog walked you around them before, whereas with the cane you have to negotiate it all for yourself and find out the best way to go.  

I’ve had my guide dog four and a half years now, she’s my first dog and the best.  I fell down a seven foot hole eight years ago, there were no barriers around it or anything and after that traumatic experience I thought I could either sit at home and do nothing or go out, so I got cane training from NCBI but I still didn’t feel confident enough and I applied for a guide dog. I thought at first, getting a guide dog, people are going to think that you are blind, whereas they wouldn’t necessarily know that you’re vision impaired because, up until twelve or ten years ago, you had to be totally blind to get a guide dog, whereas now even if you have some remaining vision you’re entitled to one.  People, when I’m with my guide dog, think I’m blind but I don’t go down that road, I just let them think that I am because it’s too complicated to get involved in.  

For me having a guide dog is much more confidence and freedom, I can walk around with no hesitation and no worry whatsoever, absolutely none, and know that I’m going to get home in one piece, whereas if I was using the cane I’d be sitting on the bus and thinking I have to get off the bus and make my way to where  want to go and if I didn’t make my own way there’s no way I can get to this place so I have to, whereas with the dog I have no qualms whatsoever, but as I said earlier, a dog is not for everybody so I’m not putting down the cane, because a lot of people would actually prefer the cane because a dog takes a lot of looking after, whereas with a cane, you can just fold it up and put it in your bag.  But with a dog, yes, there’s a lot more looking after but it’s far more independent and it opens up your social life it really does.  

If I went into a new place, I’d need to get sighted guide from and NCBI mobility and I‘d take their arm and they’d show me the landmarks and things like that and then I’d go back and work with my guide dog, because with a guide dog you have to know where you’re going to give your dog commands, because unless you give your dog commands you won’t know where to go,  But I would get assistance from NCBI rather than getting them to come up from Irish Guide Dogs in Cork because it wouldn’t be necessary.  When you come home with your Guide Dog an aftercare visit is assessed on a regular basis for the first year, and then on a yearly basis after that; they establish routes that you want to do on a regular basis so you and your dog can go confidently and safely to wherever you want to go.  

It’s a new thing now, when you apply for a guide dog your cane training is assessed first because it’s called route planning and you need to know routes with the cane first so you can transfer it to the dog but when I went for my guide dog training, that wasn’t an option but as the programmes with Irish Guide Dogs and NCBI advanced, training techniques develop as well.  It was a 3 week residential class and it was actually better down in Cork because you’ve no distractions, you do get to know the staff down there and the clients and that but you’ve no distractions from people that you do know, like family and friends, so you can concentrate wholeheartedly in the training that’s involved, because believe me, it’s a very tough course because all the training that you’ve been taught down there you have to put in to use when you come home. I won’t necessarily say that you’re on your own when you come home because you’re not, you’re always on the end of a phone. You can ring Guide Dogs any time you come into any difficulty. But they can’t just jump up and come over to you straight away, they’ve so many clients now with guide dogs and they also provide long cane training down there, as well as NCBI; they provide trained dogs for children, for families of children with autism; and child mobility training; and independent living skills, and they’re expanding as well.  

You have the 3 weeks there and then aftercare when you come home with your dog, and then as long as you need. It’s usually 1 or 2 weeks of training at home to become fully established and confident.  That was my first experience of living away from home; if I ever went away I was with family and friends so I’d never stayed away on my own before.

You go places with your guide dog and you’re never on your own.  You go in for a cup of coffee or lunch somewhere and someone will always come over and talk to you about your dog, whereas if I went in somewhere just myself and the cane, you could be left sitting there you know. You get on the bus and people get up and give you a seat the minute they see the dog, whereas if you’ve a cane it doesn’t happen as quick. You go into a shop and you’ll be served more quickly. All the busmen stop and shout out the numbers of the buses, even if you’re not getting a particular bus, whereas with a cane that might take a little bit longer.  I learnt the cane first of all in school and I didn’t like it. I used to leave it in the drawer of my desk; I was told to bring it home and try it out, but I never did.  I had basic mobility lessons from NCBI for the cane after I was 18 but I think as well when you’re younger, you’re carefree and everything is a lot easier, you have more confidence, and the older you get the more hesitant and reluctant and a bit more nervous of things that might be in your way,  whereas you have absolutely no worries when you’re young, you’ve no fear, there’s no fear element or barriers in your life at all when you’re younger.  

The mobility training in school that I did get, I had to go into town with the cane, and my instructor who taught mobility was behind me and I remember, and I still get it now with a guide dog, people would come up to you, you’d be standing at the crossing and people would come up to you, “How long have you been blind?”, and it’s like they see you with a dog or a cane and they think they have the right to come out with that and then say, if you have a dog or a cane, they’d say as well, “Are you really blind?”, which is terrible. When you want assistance to cross the road, you just want to cross the road, you don’t need to be asked your life history in a couple of seconds.  It’s like me going up to an elderly lady in a wheelchair and saying, “How long have you been in that wheelchair?”.  I’d never dream of saying anything like that because I think people’s personal lives are theirs and it’s nothing to do with anyone else. Even people who I know who are vision impaired, I’d never ask them how long they’ve been visually impaired or what their eye condition is.  I’d never ask them that, but if they volunteered that information to me, OK, I’d elaborate more and ask them more questions, but no, I wouldn’t approach the subject because people might feel that they don’t want to talk about their disability, it might be a sore subject. Oh, I don’t mind talking about my disability now because, when you’ve a disability there’s more advantages than disadvantages to having a disability, a lot more, and generally people are very good.  

In fact, when you have a guide dog they tend to be too helpful. When you get on a bus they’re nearly pushing you into a seat. Taxi drivers are good too, but then, when you have a guide dog as well they tend to say, “Oh, you’ve a dog. I can take you but not the dog”, but once you’re a guide dog partnership that’s it, it’s either you and the dog or none; and then they say, “Well I’m allergic to hair”, and I’d say, “Well why didn’t you put that down in your job description when you applied for the job?” and then I’d say, “Well I’ll take my business elsewhere” and then they’d take me. Taxi drivers tend to think that when you have a guide dog, the dog is going to be jumping all over the car, they don’t realise that they’re fully trained guide dogs and they lie at their owners feet, in certain aspects you wouldn’t even know the dog was in the room or in the restaurant or whatever, they’re very well behaved.  

I think Ireland, even though it’s a small country, it has a whole lot of fantastic talent out there; we’re a fantastic country and there’s a lot more out there employment wise for people with disabilities as opposed to 12-14 years ago.  If you’re blind or vision impaired, people have this stigma that you need to be working in the field of telephony or weave baskets in blind crafts, which is totally untrue because there’s actually blind computer programmers out there now; there’s a person at NCBI who is totally blind and he’s the assistive technology person, and there’s a lot more out there. I think in school as well, when you had a disability, they kind of talked like there’s no hope for you, they’d say when you leave school, you won’t work, you’ll never be able to, but you can prove them all wrong you know.  A friend of mine went to the same school that I went to and she’s totally blind and she is now a barrister.  The person who taught Braille was totally blind herself; I think everyone else had full sight as far as I know, but when you’re in school and you’re young you don’t really find these things out.  I do recall that there was an art teacher at school, she had no disability but she was on leave of absence and this particular person who replaced her had. I don’t know what particular disability she had, but she had no arms and she did everything with her feet, she drove her car, so I mean disabilities don’t hold you back, no way.  

I’d like to thank you for giving me this opportunity, I know there’s so many people on the NCBI database and there’s so many trainees and just so many blind and vision impaired people out there and just thank you for giving me the opportunity to give you my view. 
Interviewee 10: Male; Age 55 

I was about six or seven and I had first cousins that had RP (Retinitis Pigmentosa), which is what I have.  They were older than me and I remember that in the national school, in the primary school, I was wearing glasses, but I was having problems with the blackboard and in trying to see what was going on.  For three and a half years I went on like that, in two schools, and I wasn’t progressing because I couldn’t see. Back in the early 60s, that’s when it was, I wasn’t able to manage.  

The teachers at my local primary school, they had no skills, no computers for teaching children with a visual impairment, there was nothing there.  It was a very old fashioned school, 3 teachers and I just hadn’t got sight, the sight was a problem.  We came from a small coal mining area.  I had 4 sisters and 3 brothers and I was third youngest, I was the youngest boy with two sisters younger than me.  The big thing then was that when I was diagnosed as having bad sight, my parent’s weren’t left with many choices; it would have been very selfish for them to say, “Oh well, we’ll keep him at home”.  They put their trust in where they thought the expertise was, and that was down in Dublin, at St. Josephs, and that was it because there wasn’t any at home; the teachers weren’t equipped then. We’re going back 40 odd years, they just hadn’t got it.  I’d say the teachers advised them; there were two female teachers in the school and they were exceptionally nice, they were lovely, I was blessed with the two teachers I had and a couple of the neighbours they would have spoken to, and I suppose the doctor as well, the eye specialist I was going to, they would have said, “Look, there is a school for people with impaired vision”, and I’d say they went on that.  But I’d say it was a huge wrench to send someone of 9 into the back of an ambulance and send him off 80, 90 miles away and see him just 3 times a year for 9 years.  

At that time I didn’t know what to make of it all. I hadn’t been to have a look round or anything and my mother and father would only have been in the school over the 9 years probably about 2 or 3 times.  You’re gone, that’s it.  I can’t remember whether I was home sick. I remember when I went the first week there, I went on a Monday, it was January, and I had a hole in my jumper on the Friday and I got leathered and that was a big shock to me, you know. That was a huge shock, because I didn’t know where I was going to, I hadn’t a clue where I was going to, I didn’t think it was going to be that type of school.  Corporal punishment was fairly rife up there then.  But everyone got it, I didn’t just get it, everyone got it.  But when you’ve got no one to turn to, that was the big thing, a lot of the lads I’ve spoken to that I went to school with, that’s exactly what they said as well, that it’s not so much the beatings, it was when the beatings were over, you’d no-one to turn to.  

As I said, it was a school for the blind so all the pupils around me were the same as myself.  It was a relief in one way, but it was huge, and it left an awful mark to have to go away that early from home.  There was nothing you could do about it, it was just that or sit at home and try and stay in the class that you weren’t able to manage, and with the eye condition I have, they hadn’t really diagnosed it then, because RP wasn’t even mentioned then, it really only came up in the 80s.

The funny thing about it was, when they put me in the class in St. Joseph’s, they put me in the Braille class, it would have been the number one class.  I was quite bright, or bright enough, but I never mastered the Braille with my fingers because my sight was so good that I could actually see the Braille.  I had very good Braille in writing but just the reading of it was a bit, well I suppose I wasn’t disciplined enough, and then they tried putting me in a sighted class for print but then they kept me in the Braille class and I stayed in the same class for 9 years, for the whole time, so I left in 1970 with a very good knowledge of Braille, but only to write.  There were about 14-16 in our class, in classes in St. Joseph’s, and I have to say we had an extremely strict teacher and you had fear in you for him.  He was just fanatical on getting the most out of what he had, the pupils; he was an extremely good teacher but with an extremely short temper.  He ruled through fear. It was a class where I wouldn’t have experienced a lot of happiness in the class myself because you were in constant fear of him; I always felt that; he could just flip in a second, but they reckon he was a very good teacher and I suppose I did come out with a very good education, but I didn’t enjoy it that much.  

Things have changed so much up there now and it’s great.  That was what it was like then and it was all over Ireland, it was going on everywhere, you just had to get philosophical about it and that’s it. But I know some that I went to school with, young boys that came on the same day as me, they would have ended up very, very badly scarred afterwards and they just weren’t able to cope when they left school.  As I said, as regards education up there in St. Joseph’s, you would have got it; that was definite, there was an emphasis on educating the people.  I was lucky, I was good at it all, I was great at sport and I was good in the class as well.  I was lucky like that; I love sport and I loved the school, but then you would run the risk that the teacher that I had wouldn’t rate sport at all and if he saw me outside and I was involved in sport and if I failed at something in the class, he’d throw it back at you. I had the same teacher from the first day I went in there to the day I left. Others that I spoke to in the other classes, they seemed to have had not so much discipline, they seem to have come out of it better, even though the teacher might not have been so good, academically.  There were a couple of lay teachers there who would have been going home to their families and, coming back in they would see and relate more easily to the boarders in the school.  

I never had a woman teacher; I had the same one as I’ve said. He was Scottish, an ex-British army officer; he was a priest from Scotland, and he had fought in the war; his was a lay vocation; he was for discipline, and he had an awful temper. Nobody escaped.  We all got it.  Career guidance or work experience? – not at all, not at all, there was none of that, no.  There was a lay teacher there who taught Irish; he was an old man.  You see our teacher had no Irish, he was from Scotland, he had no Irish, and we used to get this Irish teacher, he’d come in for an hour a couple of times a week but he never did Irish, he’d just pitch around the room, or whatever, that was it. He was past his retirement age as well, he actually died there when I was there  and he was buried on the grounds as well, so that’s as much as you saw of anyone else.  

When I left in 1970 my parents had this, and I had the same as well, this idea that I’d be getting a phone call from St. Joseph’s as regards a job for me. The day I left in July of 1970 I barely saw a priest or brother; I remember meeting one priest and him saying good luck to me, and that was it.  I don’t know, it was a very sharp end to it, and you were going out to a life that you weren’t even ready for.  I went home and I sat at home for 6 months waiting for this phone call or this letter to come. Nothing came, so I had to come back up to Dublin then and it was to the National Council I went, and went to see the placement officer. I had to do it myself, I knew there was only myself; my father was close to retirement, he was a coal miner and he had the disease on the lungs.  I had a couple of younger sisters there and the older ones had moved to England, they’d gone of to work there and I remember around December, before Christmas, I said, “I can’t just sit around here”. I rang up the school and they said, “Oh we don’t do anything about jobs, you want the National Council”, so I rang the National Council and made an appointment and I went around Dublin looking for jobs.  I was only fooling myself; I was going around looking for jobs and they wouldn’t take me on.  I didn’t think of it as big a deal, having bad sight; that was the shock, I think, to realise I was different from other people going for work. Eventually, the placement officer said to me, “I think the workshops for the blind, I think really”.  At school they used to frown on it an awful lot, the priests; if you were bad at school they’d say, “You’ll end up in the workshops”, and here I was, ending up where they were telling me, and I was one of the brighter people in the school.  

I ended up sharing a flat for two years with two other vision impaired men and they took me under their wing. This was in January of 1971; I stayed on there until 1974 and I was still in the workshops for the blind.  I did the training with the NCBI for telephony, over in Hart? Street, the old building there and I passed the telephony exams around ‘72 or ‘73, but I didn’t take it up then. I hung on in the workshops until 1979 and I went then and put my name down for telephony.  There were a lot of jobs coming up in the Civil Service so I was trained in March of 1980, walked into a job in April of 1980 with the Civil Service, and I’m still in the job.  I did it all though; school did nothing for me as regards work.  It was the National Council; I got the training through them and then I suppose got it all on my own initiative.  

I’d been doing upholstery, beds and whatever, in the workshops. They’d train you there and I was good at that, I was good at anything I turned my mind to.  It was really just an extension of school, it was very institutional, but it was a kind of a safety net; I suppose that’s why I hung on so long to it, but it wasn’t and, as it turned out, they actually shut it down last year, so it’s gone.  I think some of them wanted it to continue on, some of us didn’t. I suppose they were there all their life, but it’s when you go into open employment and you slot into something that you realise you’ve made the right move, you’re in among everyone and you’re classed as able. Nobody looks down on your impaired vision, you get on, and it’s the same with me in the job today; I’m well able to do the job I do and that’s it, and I like it.  

I had very good sight but in the last 3 years I’ve lost it. I could read the paper 3 years ago, now it’s the white stick.  I had RP (Retinitis Pigmentosa) and I was told I was out of the woods, that I’d be alright. Then 3 years ago I was going to bed one night and it just went, the retina, and I’ve just a bit left now, I’m just hanging onto what I have left now and that’s it... the white stick. The National Council did that for me too, two years ago.  I lost the sight in Janaury 05 and I had a stroke in October 05 and I had a bypass in November 05, and when I had the bypass I was out for 5 months.  I came out after having the bypass and I was sitting at home in December 05 and a phone call came, the National Council, it was a social worker in the area; she wanted to kind of catch up on people, and I said to my wife, do you know, it’s kind of …and she came out to me.  I was dreading, what am I going to do for December, January, February? I’d been in hospital for 2 months and I asked her to put me down for a course.  I went over 3 times a week.  I wasn’t able to type properly and I went on a touch typing course.  I mastered that and I did Jaws on the computer over there as well. I’ve got that now myself at work. 

I also saw NCBI’s mobility trainer, a lovely girl, and, the first time ever, two years ago I had a white cane.  I used to carry it and I did some mobility on it and I still carried it around for 12 months.  Then, last March 07, I said to my wife and myself, I said, “I’m going to try”; she said, “You’ll never use it, you’re just carrying it around”. So I just got the cane and started using it and I’ve never stopped using it.  It was all, swallow your pride, so it’s psychological; just use it and that’s it.  It was amazing, it just opened up a whole new thing when I started using it; the help that came from everywhere.  I had this idea that the people at work would wonder what I was doing with this white stick, because they don’t know me as having bad sight that much, but the help just came from everywhere.  

I’m getting training in the job at the moment. I had a big screen at work and I took another big decision before Christmas; I decided to go onto Jaws so that I wasn’t straining my eyes anymore. The job had no problem, money was no object and NCBI’s technology trainer came in and did the training in situ, so I’ve mastered Jaws now for the job. I can do emails and whatever else I need, all on Jaws.  The technology officer wrote all the information on the speech in print and left it with me and I just practised as I went along. I’m certainly not computer literate because I have no great interest in them, but I now have some technology helps me.  I do it at my pace and other than that, that’s where I am today, 28 years on the job and I like the job too and they’re very good to me.  

I played a lot of chess at school; I was number one chess player for a couple of years and I played for a while afterwards but then I just dropped it, more or less.  I just liked sport, I still love sport; I listen to the radio, matches, but I’ve gone off television a bit because I can’t see it, it’s all warped, everything is different, but I’m very interested in sport and current affairs programmes and all that.  Most evenings when I come in from work, I put on the radio for an hour, just listen to it and unwind.  As regards hobbies now, I haven’t really, the job keeps me going.  I used to read the newspapers but I haven’t got a computer at home yet, I’m going to get one and NCBI’s technology officer has put me down for the package, but I want to get up to speed on the job before I get it here.  

I didn’t keep fit before the bypass – there’d been so much discipline at school that when you got out everything was a bit of a chore.  I walk every morning to go up for the bus and I get off in town and walk up to the job, which takes about 15 minutes; and I walk around St. Stephen’s Green which takes me about 20 minutes.  There’s a big wide footpath so, as I have the white stick, I can walk around the footpaths; winter and darker nights don’t bother me because I work as a blind person.  And I walk up the streets once or twice during the day for a bit of fresh air; that’s really all.  If there was a pub quiz or something going on, I’d like that. I love quizzes and the horses on Saturday.  I have a visual aid as well, a monocular, a magnifying glass and, with straining, I could read a paper for about 10 minutes, but I get tired, it’s not worth the effort, you say to yourself ‘You’re not enjoying this’.  I have talking books as well and I’ve read a good few over the winter, but you come to a time then when the mood goes off you and you’re saying to yourself, I don’t really want to be reading books all the year round. In the Summer I come home usually around 6.30, and often I go up and sit in the garden. I’d sit out there until 9 or half nine, just relaxed, feet up on a seat, make a cup of coffee for myself and have the radio on, just sit and relax, because I do suffer from a bit of anxiety and I know where it comes from; those 9 years at school, but I’m learning how to cope with that. I go to a counsellor once a week just to unwind and she’s great.  I sorted that out myself.  

I think that when I left school, the penny dropped with me; they were getting a grant for every pupil in that school and that grant stops at a certain time in your life so when you reach 18 and that’s it, you’re gone.  That’s my perception of it.  Now I have no bitterness towards that, that’s the way it was and that’s it, and after I waited those few months for work I said enough is enough. I am assertive like that, I will go after something.  The Council were there and they helped me, whatever I needed, and they certainly came to my rescue two years ago when I was out for those few months. To go up there was great, just to get out of the house, you know and you weren’t well and all you wanted was to be doing something and to feel you were doing something meaningful and they really did, they helped me out.  I didn’t go to the day centre, just to the training centre because I knew what I wanted to do.  You might not think you need the support, but it’s nice to know its there just behind you and if run into a situation, you’re not isolated, as there’s the National Council and the support is there.  The social worker and the technology officer coming out to me, they couldn’t be nicer you know.  

That’s what I see the Council there for, you do it yourself but you will hit a wall, you hit a point at which you do need extra help.  What’s going on that can help you with your job? a lot of that.  Anything I’ve looked for from the Council, I’ve got it, as in the training on the job when I did the course a couple of years ago.  A social worker from NCBI came out and told me what we needed, and, “You’re entitled to a sticker for your car if you want to park in a disabled place”, and we just definitely turned that down because my wife drives the car and the way I see it is, when would we be using it?  If we’re going into town we’d get the bus anyway and we made a decision we wouldn’t avail ourselves of that, it wouldn’t be fair, we weren’t in that situation.  When the social worker went away to another area and she came back a few weeks ago, the first thing she rang us and said she was back and if we needed her, to give her a ring. They’re the things that matter, they’re there and it shows that they’re keeping an eye on things, they’re not forgetting about you, but they’re not in your face either. You don’t want them on you morning, noon and night, you want to get on with what you’re doing, but as I said it’s having somebody just kind of there, you mightn’t need them you might get by without it, but with developments in technology, the Council will be the first to get it, if it’s going to benefit you.  

I did go to a counsellor at Fighting Blindness just once, and that was it, I wanted more of a general counselling, I didn’t want it just focused on the sight thing. I often wondered, why was my thinking so peculiar? Often my reaction to things, to the way my wife would react to things, they were very different, and the difference is, my wife she went home every day from school to her family, she had a very good home life, they went on holidays every year, and mine…and now I’m beginning to see where it comes from. I knew I suffered with anxiety and, I suppose, depression comes with it; I didn’t bring it on.  Looking back now at times I wonder was it some other child that it happened to? because our youngest is now 11 and I often picture, if I was three years younger than her, it actually frightens me how I survived it, and I know the anxiety that I have now emanates from that period of my life, how frightening it must have been to have been put into the back of an ambulance with black windows that opened 3 hours later, 90 miles away and you’re in this environment and you’re at the mercy of who’s there and you’ve no where to turn to, no one.  That was the way things were, I hold absolutely no bitterness towards them. I know from going for counselling where it all emanates from, all my anxiety.  But I get up every morning at quarter to 7 and I put in as long a day as anyone else in the job and it makes you feel better.  

The counselling is something that has helped, but then again not everybody will go; people have this thing about, “Oh I’m not going for counselling, I don’t need it”; being able to take that step to say that you need it. There are people out there, blind people in this City, and their lives probably would have been a lot better if there had have been professional help there for them, because they just turned to drink, they fell away and couldn’t work, flats on their own, no family to help solve a lot of the problems, and that is a fact.  Those people probably don’t know how to go and look for help.  

At school we hardly went out of the gates.  There were ceilis, and the priests and brothers would be supervising the whole lot, once a week. But there again we were in the situation that you couldn’t get to know the people because, when the dance finished, they went home to their families and you stayed there; and you held that moment until the next week, and it reinforced what you hadn’t got, every week.  Some people lived in Dublin and they would have visitors more often but the country lads, us from the country, we wouldn’t have had. It was tough; you think back on it now, the one thing I would get bitter about, not bitter but… you’d say to yourself, was it all really a con job, was it all really about money?  Because it was in your face a lot, how good was the work they were doing for you, and we were of the idea that they’d given up a good life to do this. It was only in later years you’d realise these were getting teacher’s wages, these people, well paid; but it was thrown at you at the time, if anything went wrong in the class,… they’d say, “We gave up…”, and you really believed it.  There was a lot went on up there in that school, but there again you can’t think back, if you start thinking back on it you only bring yourself down, you have to kind of keep going. 

That’s what I do with the counselling, the psychotherapy, focus a lot on what we have at the moment. It’s one to one and the job let’s me go early for it, every Wednesday.  It’s a long journey out but I don’t mind, and if there aren’t any taxis around, I walk down to town, get the bus and when I get out I have a half a mile walk.  It’s a private place and I see the counsellor there, that’s what I do and I know now from going that all my anxiety is from my 9 years to 18, and I’m saying, “If I’m like this, I know there are others a hundred times worse off, who are not getting the help”.  Now if they’re in the blind environment in Dublin it’s up to someone to try to make life a bit more meaningful for these people, I’m lucky, I have my wife and children and my home and job, but I often pinch myself and say, where are the others?  That’s an area that maybe the Council could look at. I don’t know, I just know that I came out the other side, just out, but there were a lot that stuck.  That’s something.  The other side is, the Council now to what it was back in the 70s.  It has progressed so much, it’s very professional.  It was a building above in Hart? Street back in the ‘70s, you went in and that was it but there was no…, it was the same as the school in the ‘60s, that’s how it was there then.  Des Kenny came in with very good thoughts in his head, and he’s a very progressive thinker, that’s what you need and, it’s very professional as I said.  I wouldn’t have gone near the Council for years, I wouldn’t have bothered, now I would. When I need white sticks or whatever and whenever I go up, because it is there, and people say, “Oh I wouldn’t ask for this, I wouldn’t ask for that”, but you know you have to make the move yourself first.

What I’ve found, and it’s going back to the school again, if you give your power to other people… in the job now, though not so much in the last 4 or 5 years, we’ve had bosses in and they’ve rode rough shod over you and I just relate it to what it was at school.  And it’s through the counselling, where the counsellor would say to me, “Take back the power, you have the power, it’s your power”, and I look at it and I can analyse it and I say, “Yes, yes, I am good enough”, and I have to put a value on myself for that. People, if they can get away, not everyone – there are very few - if they do get away with it, they really can,…as bad as you feel, as inadequate as you feel with the sight problem, you can be made 10 times worse; you have to stand your ground and say, “I am worth something here, the visual thing is a small part of this”, and you have to say, “Oh, I matter here”. But it’s not easy. 

My ambition for now is, hold down my job, get a bit more work on the computer, socialise and travel a bit. I love going back down home; I missed out so much, the 9 years I was away.  I often felt an outsider from the other 7; now I’m not because 6 of my sisters are in Dublin, and Tipperary and Clare. But I just love going back home and going around the village, looking around the home, just going into the backyard, just looking, the change there. I’m not into, you know people say, take up some activity of this or that. Now I am going to join the walkers’ club for the blind and they go for walks in the Summer, I’m going to go out with them, that’s more a social thing for me, I’ll go when I want to go.  People say, “You need a hobby”; well, I work; if my health keeps up, I will work until the retirement, that’s my one aim, and I will.  That’s about it for my ambitions.  I was offered a Clerical Officer post and I turned it down. There’s no law says you have to do this and you have to do that, you do what you want to do when you want to do it and I’m quite happy. I like meeting people and having a chat, talking about sport or whatever.  My son, he’s nearly 16, we’re both big Manchester United fans so we went over in November to a match and I couldn’t see anything but the whole atmosphere was great, we had a great time.  The three children they’re very aware that I have bad sight; the youngest one, she’d be the first one to grab my hand. 

In general now, I do find there are times, and I know, I don’t think people really think, you’re waiting to cross the road, the lights change and they walk on and you’re left on the footpath. Now that’s not everyone but it does happen, and then there’s so many nationalities, there’s ten different languages talking around you; you might say to someone, “Can I cross now?”, and they might not even know what you’re saying.  Generally, with the buses, I found the minute I started using the white cane, the gates opened up, the help just came. You’re standing at a bus stop, the bus sees the white stick, that bus pulls right in to that white stick, you know; you get the odd one and I would take offence to it before; I don’t now, I think if they’re like that, that’s their problem, it’s not mine – that’s the only way I can deal with it.   It all goes back to…I’m sure if you were to talk to others who went to school, very few of them would have come out very hard, a lot of people came out of it very, not hurt, but very soft, easily offended, and it goes back to all that, that’s where it comes from, I think anyway, your confidence is just gone.  When I wasn’t using the white stick, you’d go into a bank, the girls would ask you to fill in a form, you can’t see the form, you’re trying to explain to her, “I can’t see that”, she can’t understand how you can’t see the form, she sees nothing to identify you as blind.  With the white stick now, it just makes things so much easier. With the white stick, you’re crossing the road and you’d have many a chat with the person crossing the road with you; you might feel a bit down in the dumps, talk to someone for 30 seconds while you’re crossing the road and it can perk you up; I suppose it works that way for them as well. 

So the white stick was a huge thing for me last year.  As I said, I never thought I would actually use it, I’d carry it, but would I ever use it?  But I had so many narrow escapes being knocked down by buses, it wasn’t worth it.  In general people are very good, but people now are very aware, even in my job, there are a good few disabled people whether in wheelchairs, blind, with hearing problems, so it’s all around now; it’s great, it’s there and they are as much entitled to do a job as anyone else.  …Other than that I can’t think of anything else.  
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Yes, I’ll record things; if something came up in my experience that I want to add to it, yes. Anything you need….if I can help at all I will.   
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