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The Biographies Project: A Case Study/Biographical Approach to Service Development

The NCBI have access to statistical information about the population of vision impaired people in Ireland available from external sources such as NDA (National Disability Authority) and the government, in addition to an increasing amount of data about NCBI service users from internal sources.  This information provides a population profile but little insight into the experiences and perceptions of vision impaired people. There is a lack of understanding about how individuals deal with their circumstances over time and how particular experiences shape their subsequent expectations and help or hinder their social and economic inclusion.  

The Project

As a start to the process of improving understanding, NCBI has undertaken a small group of case studies in the form of brief biographies to begin to map a coherent sequence of experiences in the lives of individuals.  The biographies attempt to indicate the link between experiences, the individual’s perception of those experiences and the impact it has had on their view of their role in society and their expectations of society. It is intended that the biographies will also indicate the impact that the NCBI organisation and its services have on vision impaired individuals. Feedback from service users to NCBI staff is useful but inevitably distorted by the professional/client relationship; a degree of dependency on services and the staff member; the filtering of much of that feedback by the individual member of staff; and by the narrow focus of feedback arrangements.  Research in the past has often been quantitative in design, using questionnaires to gather data.  There are two problems with questionnaires on a discrete population; one can be questionnaire fatigue (oh, not another survey), and a second can be resentment that questionnaires expect those being surveyed to respond to issues chosen by the researcher, which may fail to represent the experience of vision impaired people satisfactorily. The expectation that a much broader biographical approach will place NCBI services in the wider context of lives that involve families, friends and other agencies was, therefore, a factor in undertaking this initiative.  To facilitate an unbiased approach an outside researcher was asked to undertake the research.  
The Project Brief
It was NCBI’s intention that the Project would produce a report based around the biographies of 12 NCBI service users that could be published by NCBI for wider circulation.  The emphasis was to be on the experiences, perceptions and feelings of vision impaired people.

NCBI’s aim in initiating the biographies was also that:

· the project would form part of NCBI’s longer term intention to develop an archive of material submitted by vision impaired people which captures their perception of a range of experiences; education; employment; medical encounters; accessing services and family relationships for example;
· the interview process would also provide an opportunity to encourage individuals to write their own accounts and to assess the willingness of participants to subscribe to the archive on a continuing basis.

The Participants
Whilst the participants needed to cover a wide age range to identify the specific issues relevant to each age group, it was recognised that the insights of older people were likely to be of most use in helping NCBI shape services and in ensuring that the varying experiences related to age at sight loss are captured.  It was also recognised that whilst such limited numbers would make a representative selection impossible, it was important to have some representation from rural areas and from outside the Dublin area and to aim for a gender balance in the selection of interviewees.  The final selection of 12 interviewees was based on the interviewer’s own selection taken from NCBI’s database of service users and comprised 6 individuals from the Dublin area (3 males/3 females), and 6 from the rest of Ireland (2 males/4 females), covering an age range from 16 to 55.
Background
The project arose as a precursor to NCBI’s development of an Archive and is based on the premise that services need to be developed in dialogue with users and shaped by their needs, wants, experiences and stories.  It is hoped that this process can be enhanced through the use of biographical, longitudinal and reflexive methods to chronicle, analyse and theorise the personal and socio-cultural dialectics of motivation in the biographies of the respondents: what drives them, what they bring to, want and need from provision, services and agencies.  Biographies are products of the present, they can help individuals reflect on both the past and speculate on the future and, in doing so, show how history and the dominant contemporary economic and political climate might have shaped people to think, feel and talk about themselves and possibilities in prescribed ways.  But in relation to vision impaired people, the aim, through the evolution of narratives of self, motive, life history, education, employment and social status, will be to attempt to document how people find and access the means and the resources to challenge the barriers they may encounter; to take risks and become active agents in their own development.  
Interviewees were encouraged to reflect on their experiences and motives, 
encompassing factors in current circumstances, in childhood, schooling, and transitional situations and from a wider geographic, demographic and cultural perspective.    Evidence from previous longitudinal, biographical projects (West, 1996, Beyond Fragments), suggests that this approach sheds light on individuals’ particular aspirations and that conventional distinctions between vocational and personal motives, public and private aspirations, as well as between social and psychological interpretation, begin to ‘unravel’.  As stories unfold they shed light on why adults make the choices they do; about the relationship between a particular career aspiration and a personal history; about what pressures and barriers are encountered and how these are dealt with and their resulting impact.  Sometimes, progress can happen in spite of rather than because of the system.  
Previous Studies

The case studies follow on from two previous studies commissioned by NCBI from University College, Dublin and several undertaken by NCBI staff and external researchers: 

The first, undertaken in 2005 and entitled ‘Exploring the Needs of Children and Young People with Sight Impairment Attending Mainstream Schools: Brief Summary Report’, focused on 2 female and 1 male vision impaired adolescents in secondary education, 3 teachers and 3 mothers.  The research team concluded that the volume of information generated by this small study highlighted the need to further examine the area.  Unfortunately, in the Summary Report, there was no demographic outline or biographical background to provide a meaningful context for the individuals, no indication of level of sight loss, previous educational experience, or contact with any other service provider than NCBI.

The second study, ‘Mapping the Personal Experiences of Individuals with Vision Impairment: Preliminary findings’, was completed towards the end of 2006.  This preliminary report contained an analysis of a quantitative survey with 13 male and 20 female participants aged from 13-20 within the secondary education sector and 7 male and 9 female participants aged 18-24 who had completed their secondary education.  There was also a group of 33 children in primary education.  The research with the older age group was based on responses to a questionnaire but again, there was no background on the wider vision impaired relevant population, no information on eye condition, additional disabilities or biographical or geographical background.  The report concluded with the hope that it would raise questions for further analysis.  The data presented in the tables certainly lends itself to a more detailed exploration. 
One survey focused on ‘The Experiences of People with Vision Impairments in Accessing Mainstream Training and Employment’ and sought to better understand how vision impaired people access employment services provided under FAS (Foras Aiseanna Saothair, the national training and employment authority).  Data in the study came from a total of 64 vision impaired people, analysis being carried out on existing data of 55 people, with new data drawn from interviews with 9 people.  The study concluded that people with vision impairments want to be economically and socially active through being in employment or training, rather than staying at home or being dependent upon welfare payments, whilst cautioning that, for some, the transition into mainstream training or employment may be a very long term goal or may never become a realistic option.  The report noted that, in order to realise the potential of many people currently excluded from the labour market, services for people with disabilities must be made to function in such a way that individuals receive appropriate support tailored to meet their individual needs.

A further study looked at patterns of use and progression routes from the NCBI Training Centre, indicating a high level of “churning” with individuals following a cycle of training, employment scheme, unemployment and back to training with little permanent progression into employment.

A study on the take up of benefits revealed a bewildering array of benefits that individuals seemed to access in a rather arbitrary way with few people knowing their full range of entitlement, much less accessing it.

The overall impression from previous research is of vision impaired individuals being offered a range of services and other support but with no clear indication as to how such support is accessed.  Nor are the different elements of support structured into a coherent package.  Little apparent understanding emerges from the research as to how vision impaired individuals navigate the complexities of available services or how their day to day circumstances impact on their quality of life.  The research has accumulated information that enables us to know a good deal about vision impaired people but does little to aid our understanding of how circumstances impact on the individual’s sense of identity.
The Biographies 
There are a number of ways in which biographical material can be used effectively in recording and interpreting histories.  The following is based on two of these:  the first section thematically analyses the experiences of interviewees, allowing the interviewees own voices to speak for themselves.  The 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. 
It should be noted that the following is only a general indication of what can be drawn from the biographies; the content of the material invites much more in-depth analysis on focused themes than has been possible in this report. 
Section I

The following is based on interviews with 12 vision impaired people that sought to explore with them their experiences in regard to social, educational and service provision and their perception of the impact of these experiences on their opportunities in life.
The interviews with the 12 interviewees took place in two stages.  The first 6 people interviewed were drawn from counties all around Ireland:  Wexford; Cork; Kerry; Galway; Donegal and Westmeath, and had had some contact with NCBI; the second 6 were, at time of interview, from the Dublin area and all had, at some point in their lives, attended NCBI’s training centre.  They had not all, however, grown up in Dublin.   
	Group 1 
	
	

	Interviewee
	Gender
	Age

	1
	Female
	16

	2
	Male
	24

	3
	Male
	18

	4
	Female
	21

	5
	Female
	24

	6
	Female
	22


	Group 2
	
	

	Interviewee
	Gender
	Age

	7
	Female
	34

	8
	Male
	46

	9
	Female
	51

	10
	Male
	55

	11
	Male
	41

	12
	Female
	52


Statutory Education

It very quickly became apparent that the six interviewees aged under 25 from Group 1 are much more confident and aware of their own needs than were the vision impaired individuals from Group 2 at a similar age.   All 6 of Group 1’s statutory education has been through mainstream; their experiences of this have been mixed:

“I don’t think my primary or secondary school 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”

However, she also commented that she thought teachers needed to be given “more…of an idea of vision impaired people and the different things, 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…just give people more of an idea about people who are visually impaired – I’ve never been asked to talk about it but I’d like – it would be good – no-one’s asked…I think mainstreaming is good, but everyone is different, it’s different cases, but I think really mainstreaming for me did work, I liked it.”

 (Interviewee 1).

“…some teachers were reluctant to change the way that they taught us in that 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…” (Interviewee 3).
“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… 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…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.” (Interviewee 5).
Interviewee 6 has been totally blind since the age of 9 months.  She began her statutory education at the age of 4 in the local primary school as her father was reluctant to let her go at such a young age to a Dublin residential school for vision impaired children; he had initially intended that she would go after her first communion, but instead she went on to the local secondary school.  She was very well supported in primary school, despite being the first blind pupil they had had and being in a class of 25-30 pupils.  She was a braille user and often had problems with the length of time it took to get the books she needed and this was compounded in secondary school because of the need for a greater number of books.  In primary school she would take down notes in Braille, read the Braille back to one of her class mates, who would then write it down for her so the teacher could read it.  However, in secondary education she was provided with a personal assistant from her second year and said: “I couldn’t have got on without an assistant because there was so much photocopying and…I never had Braille books on time so she would always have to read stuff and put it 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…most of them were great but some of them, a couple of them, weren’t…”     

“…my Principal…he was very bad…he was not a nice person at all and he was very reluctant to help me.  It was just too much trouble for him, was what it seemed like…I was made to do transition year by my Principal; he made me do it and I cried and cried and to this day I still hate, regret that I let him make me do it...when I came to college, I was 18 and if I hadn’t have done it (transition year) I’d have come with all my friends from school…it was a waste of a year for me.” (Interviewee 4).

Interviewee 4 did, however, have some positive experiences, as when

“ …a visiting teacher…suggested a Personal Assistant; she got in touch with NCBI, she did everything, she was just brilliant, she ended up getting me all the technology.”

Three interviewees, who were older and had been vision impaired since childhood, had very different experiences of education, from the younger group:  “I went to a school which is specially for visually impaired girls, and the boys went there until the age of 7…  You could have been a boarder but I chose not to be…I think back then, the teachers underestimated your ability…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.  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…For the last year, it was like, ‘bring in a magazine’, and you have to entertain yourself and amuse yourself.  I used to have 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.” (Interviewee 7).
“(I was) just like a normal child who did normal things, except I couldn’t see the blackboard.  They used to let me sit up near the front but even at that I still couldn’t see it, so I’d have to walk up and try and get something down or ask someone to take it down for me…it was a small country school. I wouldn’t think they had any experience of having someone who was visually impaired…I had to hand write things, there was no such thing as Braille or anything like that, it would have been unheard of in my part of the country…(Interviewee 8)

“In the national school, in the primary school…I was having problems with the blackboard and trying to see what was going on, and for three and a half years I went on like that, in two schools, and wasn’t progressing because I couldn’t see…The teachers at the 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…My parents made a big decision then, to send me…at 9 to a residential school and I came home just 3 times a year for 9 years…I went to the school for the blind…As regards education there, you would have got it, that was definite. There was an emphasis on educating the people….” (Interviewee 10).
Career Guidance & Work Experience

One area that does seem open to improvement, from what interviewees say, is that of career guidance and work experience:

Whilst Interviewee 1 was on work experience at the time of interview and was very happy with her placement, Interviewee 3, who became partially sighted at age 14, noted that: “It 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 had looked into the various careers I wanted to do. There wasn’t much career 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.” With regard to work experience, he added:  “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.”

Interviewee 4, who also became partially sighted at the age of 14, was also left to organise her own work experience with the result that: “I just totally flew it; my mum works in Boots…so I just went in with her for 4 days from 11 to 3….and my uncle owns an office so I went in there for a week, and then did another week in Boots again. I’d never had any intention of working there, but I had to do something and I didn’t want to turn up at some place and work for them and be a burden or have a seizure or something.  I just did it because I had to do it.”  And in relation to Career Guidance: “Career Advice – she was lovely but she wasn’t any good at giving careers advice, but she was lovely, so I felt too bad for her.  So I said ‘I want to do Physiotherapy…which I don’t anymore, I want to do Occupational Therapy…she advised me to do Arts…” (Interviewee is now an undergraduate at Galway University in the Science Dept.)
Interviewee 5, however, said “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...  Transition year was great; it gave you the chance to getting a feeling of what you did want.” 
Contrary to Interviewee 4’s experience, where she reluctantly undertook a transition year, and Interviewee 5 who found it of great benefit, Interviewee 6 did not have the opportunity to do the transition year as too few 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 career 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 the prospectus.  There was just some general stuff for the whole class, nothing personal. I found out about my course from my music teacher at the local school; that’s how bad it was.  It was just whatever you wanted to do.”   

If the current situation in relation to work experience and career advice is open to improvement, for the older interviewees, it could be non-existent or even damaging to the student’s confidence:  “…in school…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 do the work of a sighted person, answering the phone is good enough 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 don’t recall anything like career advice…I can’t really remember how I decided what to do when I left school…” (Interviewee 7).
“There was no work experience at school. I think a few people were offered it, but I didn’t get any as far as I can remember.” (Interviewee 8).
“Career guidance or work experience – not at all, not at all, there was none of that, no…I don’t know, it was a very sharp end to…and you were going out to a life that you weren’t even ready for it…” (Interviewee 10).
Bullying

For those individuals who attended mainstream schools there was little evidence of bullying, especially if the schooling had been in local, rural areas and there was a close knit family grouping:  “It helped having bigger brothers already in school. They’d look after me and that you know. I can’t remember any bullying, just like a normal child who did normal things, except I couldn’t see the blackboard.” (Interviewee 8).  There was one interviewee who had experienced sight loss at age 14, and his friends had had some difficulty adjusting to the situation: “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, and some of them weren’t very…, 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 bit…No bullying – God no, there was nothing like that.” (Interviewee 3). 
Interviewee 1, however, described what she experienced and how it was resolved:
“I got some name calling in primary school but it wasn’t really bad, but when I went on 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.”  

Interviewee 5 took a very pragmatic approach to the one experience of bullying in mainstream mentioned: “…there would have been a little bit 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…It wasn’t easy but I don’t want to be too negative…”
Again, there was a marked contrast in the experience of those who attended specialist education: “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’.  And then 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.” (Interviewee 7, day pupil at a residential school for the blind in 1977, from age 5). 
Of most concern is the bullying that comes from adults whose job it is to look after a child’s welfare and education: “…it left an awful mark to have to go away that early from home…we had an extremely strict teacher…You had fear in you for him…He ruled through fear… 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.  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 it was.  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 when the beatings were over, you’d no-one to turn to. (Interviewee 10: sent to a residential school for the blind in 1962, age 9).

Such experiences inevitably leave deep scars: “I knew I suffered with anxiety and I suppose depression comes with it…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 actually survived it and that’s one thing that…, 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, because back then, because of the distance, my parents, the best they could do was about 3 or 4 times in 9 years, all they could make it to see me.  That was the way things were.” (Interviewee 10).
College & University

Whilst only one of the individuals from the older group went on to University, and this was prior to her sight loss, all of the interviewees from the first group, as visually impaired students, either went to or are about to go into further and higher education.  Developments in technology, and in particular in access technology, and the contribution this has made to enabling vision impaired students to enter and remain in mainstream education, account for this to a large extent.  
Interviewee 2, whose eye condition manifested itself when he was 8 years old and who has had progressive deterioration since then, initially read and wrote with the aid of a CCTV; he subsequently went on to use Lunar and Zoomtext screen magnification and now also has a Jaws screen reader with his PC, along with a laptop with adaptive technology.  This young man attended University and has a Joint Honours degree
Interviewee 3 will be taking his Leaving Certificate this Summer and plans to read for a law degree. 
Interviewee 4 has completed a degree in Science and is now applying to a number of universities for an Occupational Therapy course. Whilst experiences at college and university were, on the whole, positive, there were still barriers to overcome: 
“I got my place in college no problem…And I came here and I love it here (University of Galway), it’s wonderful and the disability officer here is fantastic, she’s just brilliant…The assistive technology officer is lovely too.”  This in spite of the situation she encountered in the first year when: “ I had 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 anyhow the lecturer I had at the time came in to me, and he was like, in my lab.; so I couldn’t leave my lab.  Now, if he came in to my lab 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 I was like, this guy came in and just ambushed me and started telling me, ‘you can’t do Science’.  And I was like, ‘what are you talking about, I can’t do Science?’.  But I kept my cool and said, ‘well, yes, actually I can do Science’.  And he was like, ‘Well, I don’t know how you’re going to do it’. And I said. ‘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 do Science and I was going, ‘blind people can do whatever they want to do’. And I’m visually impaired, so I had that bit of advantage over a blind person anyway.  He was awful.  Anyhow I ended up, not having a seizure, but the next morning I woke up after that, I was blind.” (stress can cause temporary blindness -  Interviewee 4 has brain tumours on optic nerve). 
Interviewee 5, who had been promised support in secondary education, which she didn’t receive, found higher education much more attuned to meeting the needs of students with disabilities:  “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, so 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.” (Interviewee 5 has completed a degree in Applied Social Studies and Social Care and has applied to undertake Post-graduate study in Advocacy).
Interviewee 6 completed a Music degree, initially combining it with Psychology and she, too, had some mixed experiences:
“It was the first time I’d been away from home…I went when I was 17. Because I didn’t do transition year I was a year younger than everyone else…I went in September and I wasn’t 18 until February, so I thought it was great because I could get in everywhere…It was better at college than school although it was kind of awkward getting support at first because everything had to come through the Dept. of Education and they’re always really slow at putting things in place…I never really knew what I wanted to do…The disability services weren’t great…The disability staff…weren’t brilliant…There was more they could have done, like in Halls.   At first…they gave me a hall close to my study…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…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…’  In the end I just didn’t care because I’d be leaving…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 like 3 hours, but when you’re there you just want to be the same as everybody else.” (Interviewee 6).
Of the second group, Interviewee 8 found that:
“There was no work experience at school.  I think a few people were offered it, but I didn’t get any as far as I can remember.  I suppose I would have been interested in woodwork, that kind of thing and I used my hands OK, did a bit of art and subjects like that.  It sounded interesting, light engineering you know, because I had brothers who did mechanics … so I would have been helping them when I was in my teens, changing engines in cars, just holding things, not doing – I was a gofer …  It was about 30 years ago and I think it was about a 3 year course, the engineering one …The college was very good. We met very interesting people and we were kept very busy.”

But for Interviewee 8, advances in technology acted against rather than for him:

I was at college from about 16 to 19; I did the engineering course – Capstan Lathe operator.  It was very good. They enlarged any of the texts that we needed but the work itself was, well, I got on fairly well.   I was able to manage fairly well, but you would have been under supervision a lot. You were always being checked but that was enjoyable. I was using different materials and different machines but it was actually around that time that computerisation was coming in and it was all manual that we were taught, so I never really put it to good use after I’d left.  It was a sort of, a bit of a waste…”. (Interviewee 8).   

The one member of the older group, interviewee 12, has both undergraduate and post-graduate degrees in Art and a further degree.  However, these were taken as a fully sighted person before onset of visual impairment.
NCBI Training Centre

Interviewees in the second group had all at some time attended NCBI’s Training Centre at Whitworth Road in Dublin, and some had also attended the Iona Centre:
“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. So I think when I left school, I came straight to the 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.  I’d also 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…It may be from 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. …Now I’m doing ECDL, the European Computer Driving Licence at a local college. I’m at a computer all day whereas when you’re at the training centre you have a lot of different options to do.” (Interviewee 7) 
“I did training on computers at NCBI a few years ago. I decided to go back to see what I could learn, to keep up with the kids.  I was nearly 2 years there. It was grand. I did craftwork and art, some cookery, and pottery.  I enjoyed that, it was good… I found it very good, laid back, it wasn’t too intense, because we weren’t doing big exams. You worked at your own level you know. They did some telephony, which I probably would think of now as a job but I don’t know if I’d be any good…I can use the computer now, check emails, look up the internet for different things, for events coming up…” (interviewee 8)

From her initial contact with NCBI when she was registered, Interviewee 9 was invited and attended the Iona Centre:

“…then they asked me would I be interested in going to the Training Centre, that I could maybe learn Braille, computers – and I said, ‘computers?’, because all my life I’d worked in sales; I’d never worked on a computer or in an office.  So I thought it would be a challenge.  I joined the Training Centre, loved it, stayed there for nearly a year and a half, and I knew how to turn on a computer by the end of it.  I also did some telephony. I enjoyed the telephony. I loved that because I love talking I suppose; and Yoga, Braille; you could do kitchen skills if you’d a problem in the kitchen, which was good for people living on their own and aren’t used to cooking.  Mobility was another thing, so if you had a problem, you know, your cane; I did my mobility and used a cane…I did Braille, because there’s certain modules on the course and they like you to try. You don’t have to stick at them.  So my challenge was, I wanted to learn the first book of Braille, which is the alphabet, and I felt that was all I wanted to do. I knew I’d never use it.  I found it very good; it was the one thing I actually went home at night and I would actually practice it. Maybe that was more to do with the teacher, not so much me.  And we did crafts, which was a lovely thing to do” (Interviewee 9).
Interviewee 10, who was recovering from a major operation and unable to work for several months, was also contacted by the NCBI and enabled, through the Training Centre, to update his skills and his confidence before returning to work:
“It was a pure coincidence. I came out after having the operation and I’m sitting here 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 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 said, ‘put me down for a bit of a course’.  I went over 3 times a week. I wasn’t able to type properly and I went up for the touch typing, and I mastered that and I did Jaws on the computer over there as well.  When I returned to work, one of NCBI’s training officers came out and did the talking Jaws on the job; she came in and did it in situ. So I’ve mastered Jaws now for the job. I can do emails and whatever else I need, all on Jaws; I did it all myself, she wrote all the things on speech in print and just left it with me and I just practised as I went along…” (Interviewee 10).
The Iona Centre
The Iona Centre, based in Dublin, is one of NCBI’s two day centres.  
“I attend the Iona Centre, NCBI’s day centre, where people can do different kinds of activities.  It’s been on the go a few years; a good few years now. I only go once a week. I like the gym...and the computers. I just look up on the internet and follow my own interests on the computers; whatever’s in my head at the moment. It’s a wide age range that go there, from 20 to about 80 I suppose. They have the old folks one day, and they’re trying to expand all the time; it’s good to see.  I’ve been trying to get them to do some kind of gardening course because I’d be interested myself, just to get tips.  They do pottery as well, and drama and music. I think they do a little music class and I think they’ve an arts class, but it’s on a different day; different things are on different days.  They don’t really do much in the evenings. I think they did some of that, they had concerts I think, but I’ve never been on anything like that; no dances…I like reading the newspaper; I can’t read a lot, I pick out interesting stories…I haven’t really got into looking at newspapers on the internet, though I did look up a newspaper yesterday at the Iona Centre for the first time. (Interviewee 8).
“…I got in touch with the NCBI about 15 years ago when I became registered.  First of all, I don’t know how it really came about, but maybe I put my name down for different things, but they got in touch with me and asked if I’d like to go to the day care centre, which is up on the Iona Road.  I just like, the feel of the place was lovely, there were no lessons. It wasn’t like back to school, it was just nice to have a cup of coffee or lunch if you wanted it.  All ages, all age groups, I was lucky maybe, the group I was in, because I was doing Art, which I’m not terribly good at, but we were all similar ages...So I spent a while there in the Iona Centre. You could watch a bit of TV, have a chat, they had art and Yoga; they have a gym, a lovely little gym, and they’ve added to it even since I’ve left, everybody went in and did their little bit and had a chat through it, so different things like that, which I liked.  I think it was a way of getting me out of the house. I probably was going through a phase where I was sitting at home and there’s only a certain amount of dust you can clean, and when you can’t see it too.” (Interviewee 9).
Interviewee 11 also spends time at the Iona Day Centre, and whilst appreciating the facilities that it offers, feels that the it is somewhat repressive; he spoke of having been told once to ‘shush’, when he was there joking and laughing with someone, as the CEO was coming; he feels this is not right.  He would like the focus to be on more social activities, the coffee bar and being able to drop in for a chat with friends without any specific activities tied in to it and that staff should be more aware of individuals’ situations, changes in behaviour, instances of withdrawal, etc., and facilitate social contact rather than inhibit it.  

Interviewee 12, in talking about developments in computer technology and assistive software, also spoke of some difficulties at the Iona Centre:

“They do have access to these technologies, but they’ve only got 6 places and they’ve only got 6 computers on the Monday, which is the only day I go there.  Usually about 2 people turn up that are supposed to turn up, which means that even if there was nobody there, they’d still say, ‘well there is a place provided for somebody and they would still expect they had that place even if they’re not available on that day’…. I think that at the Iona Centre most activities are based on classes.  They also have a gym there.  I think there was a problem there with the way some staff treated the service users.  I think you have to have people who are very carefully trained when they’re dealing with those who are either partially or recently disabled; certain of the resource workers do have very good psychological training, and it shows.  Staff do need to be very well trained in social care; it’s not a good idea to treat people like children. (Interviewee 12).
Post Education/Training  
The majority of those in the first group have expectations of careers in a wide variety of fields:  beauty therapy/ physiotherapy; law, radio/journalism; occupational therapy; research; social care.  The three interviewees in the second group who had been vision impaired whilst at school, however, were not encouraged to think beyond stereo-typical occupations for the blind and, on leaving school, the older two had very limited opportunities to realise anything more ambitious:
“When I got back home…I can’t really remember how long, but I eventually got a job on a scheme. It was for a year working on a local forestry and they were clearing it out and replanting, very interesting making paths through, making nature trails.  There were 4 or 5 of us working.  I heard through the local social services about the job…  They were on about maybe going to work (in workshops), but I didn’t fancy that, didn’t want to be making baskets or that type of thing. There was this scheme where the workshops up there were placing people into jobs and they would pay their wages so that’s what happened next. I was placed in the local council as a grounds man, cutting grass and things around the parks in my own area.  I was a good few years with them” (Interviewee 8).

“I went around Dublin looking for jobs.  I was only fooling myself. I was going around looking for jobs that they wouldn’t take me on because I didn’t think as big a deal of having bad sight. That was the shock, I think to me; to realise I was different from other people going for work.”  He was then advised by someone from NCBI: “She said to me ‘I think, the workshops for the blind, I think really…’, and at school they used to frown on it an awful lot…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.” (Interviewee 10).  

Interviewee 10’s understanding of how institutionalised his schooling had made him was very apparent in his struggle to escape it:
“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 it was just, 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 know, you’ve made the right move, you’re in among everyone…”
The above interviewee, after a number of years in the workshops, decided to take control of his own situation: “I went then and I put my name down for telephony and there were a lot of jobs coming up in the Civil Service so I got trained in March of 1980 and I walked into a job in April of 1980 with the Civil Service and I’m still in the job.”
Interviewee 7, the youngest of the second group who had been vision impaired since childhood, had a more positive experience as a volunteer, following a training course with NCBI: 
“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 des. You just did all the talking but it was fantastic…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.  I was shown how you have different buttons and how they work, because I’ve always had an interest even from an early age of 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” (Interviewee 7).
The above interviewee is now studying for the ECDL (European Computer Driving Licence) at a further education college in Dublin and is about to undertake:
“…a two day placement for 6 months in Fingal County Council starting on the 15th of this month; I’ll be doing traffic management, 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…”
The situations and experiences of the three interviewees from the second group who became vision impaired as adults are, inevitably, quite disparate: 

“Good things happen in life.  I heard of a CE (Community Employment) scheme where you can go back to work and you do nineteen and a half hours a week and you get paid and it’s run by FAS.  At that time NCBI’s library was on the top floor of their building on Whitworth Road. It took over the whole of the upstairs and they kept all the manuscripts upstairs, the big, big Braille books and they were very big and very old and so heavy that the floor was collapsing; so they had to move them… So they looked around and got new premises out in Finglas, but attached to the library. They would look after all the talking books, all the Braille books; that’s the library’s work.  They would do all the talking books.  People can come in and read their own book and they would be sent out in Braille or tape; that kind of thing….We (also) do two papers a week, the TV guide and magazines, religious magazines, maybe some women’s magazines, and people would come in, they were all on the Community Employment scheme, and they would come in and read and that would go out on a small tape.  The papers might go out once a week and the magazines once a month...I was with them for nearly two years at Whitworth Road and then moved to Finglas…I can do nineteen and a half hours.  I’ll finish at the end of the year; it was 3 years…I love it and you get up in the morning and you have somewhere to go and the people there are lovely.  We all have our own jobs to do, it’s grand.” (Interviewee 9).
Interviewee 11 had been a baker before an incident left him blind and with learning, speech and mobility difficulties.  He attends NCBI’s Iona Day Centre and maintains a social network. 

Interviewee 12’s sight began to deteriorate in 2001 and she was registered as blind in 2004; prior to this she had worked in a professional capacity: “I’m not working at the moment. I actually ceased working because I started in my profession in 1998.  That was when I qualified and it was then my eyesight went. So it’s not really possible to establish a career whilst at the same time you’re going blind.  There’s extreme difficulty in that. So I miss that, but it’s gone … hopefully I could use it and go back and do some work with it because it seems pointless to waste all that qualification …I think that once I get the technology, if I can move forward with that and just get myself re-established, start to read again, start to take a greater interest in the world around me…I think the possibility of work, it’s not that it’s gone, it diminishes with time. As I said, there’s ageism, and if there is going to be an increase in unemployment in this country it means that you’re going further down the list than ever…”.
She did, however, acknowledge that: “I’ve done various bits, little bits of…writing articles on various things over the years.  It means I have got flexibility which I hope to use in the future. It’s just a case of getting off my arse and getting technologically assessed to get things done; I’ve started it but it’s very difficult…”

Social and Leisure Pursuits
Social and leisure pursuits provide many people with a means of exploring their own creativity; of enjoying nature; of keeping fit; of meeting with other people and sharing common activities.  The best of these provide emotional sustenance as well as intellectual and/or physical satisfaction and practical achievement, and can be crucial to emotional and psychological wellbeing.  
All 6 interviewees from Group 1 not only enjoy music, they also sing and/or play musical instruments: 

“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 around my local town for going to see bands and stuff like that. That’s something else I’d like to work on, getting my local town more involved in the music scene because there are good live acts from Wexford.  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 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.” (Interviewee 1).

Interviewee 2 spoke of his long standing love of music; he plays the piano and organ, the latter for the Methodist church he attends, and he also belongs to a choral group.  

Music for Interviewee 3 became important in his life after he became partially slighted:

“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 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.”  (Interviewee 3).

For Interviewee 4, however, not being able to meet her own high standards after onset of vision impairment resulted in her giving up her singing lessons:
“I didn’t keep my music going. I 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’, which I shouldn’t have done, but my singing teacher, she coaches the best of the best, her students always win the Festicule? and stuff 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 don’t know if she wanted me anymore… I joined the music society this year in college and I didn’t enjoy it…They’d say this is going to be the best craic ever, but it just wasn’t, it just wasn’t.  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. I’d always wanted to try the violin, but I think my cortex is too developed now to take up something new.  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 though, but my voice isn’t like it used to be, it used to be like high, trained, and now it’s just singing along to the radio or something, that’s it, not really classical anymore. I like listening to classical, trained voices, but I can’t do it. Well I probably could if I really tried.” (Interviewee 4).

For Interviewee 5, music making centred on it’s social aspects:

“I always had a flair for music since I was a child, singing and I played the keyboard up to Junior Certificate, and then I kind of gave it up, but (For my Leaving Certificate) I picked music as it was a kind of a social subject…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.” (Interviewee 5).  

Interviewee 6 had mixed feelings about music lessons, but not about her love of music:
“I was 8 when I started the piano and then I got a violin for a present from my godparents for my 16th birthday.  They got it me and it was there because they’d got it for me.  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.  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.” (Interviewee 6).

In contrast, no Interviewees from Group 2 are active in making music.  Interviewee 7, who was the only one of this Group to directly express an interest in music, was definitely on the side of listening rather than making it herself:

“I liked listening to music more than playing it because I didn’t like the aspect of having to learn the different notes. I love Mary Black’s music, Mary Black is my ultimate favourite, and I love Westlife and Chris de Burgh. I think… Ireland, even though it’s a small country, has a whole lot of fantastic talent out there…” (Interviewee 7).

Whilst Interviewee 8 admitted that he wasn’t the musical one in his family: 
“I’ve no music at all, even at church on a Sunday they’d say, ‘Dad, we don’t mind if you don’t sing’.  I think you have the music in you or not, and I definitely don’t have the music in me … My dad played the accordion years ago but … none of us got the music bug at all.  He wasn’t professional; he just played in the houses and enjoyed it.” (Interviewee 8).

Two members of Group 1 confirmed that, although they could no longer carry on with all the sports they had before onset of vision impairment, they did pursue physical activities apart from walking:  

“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.” (Interviewee 3).

“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…I do play golf.  There was a book, my parents went to a Fair Hocc (?) meeting and they got a book on sports for the blind.  I was looking at it and thought golf looked pretty interesting. I’d 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 don’t want to go out right now, I just go out to the driving range, but when I went home last summer my dad had brought me new clubs.” (Interviewee 4).

Interviewee 6, blind from birth, enjoys cycling when she has the opportunity: 
“I used to swim and go horse riding when I was in primary school, but I got 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…”(Interviewee 6).

For 2 members of Group 1, their main physical activity is walking:
“I don’t do any sport, I like and watch rugby and soccer on the telly but I’m not a big sports fan.   At school I did PE and played a bit of tennis for a few minutes, I go walking with my sister’s dog but that’s about it for sport.” (Interviewee 1).

Interviewee 2 spoke of an activity holiday he had been on with his school; the only activity during this time he couldn’t participate in was rock climbing but the organisers found another replacement activity for him.  He admits that he is ‘probably lazy at the moment’, and tries to keep fit by walking; he lives in a rural area and often has half a mile walk to the nearest bus stop. 
Interviewee 5 did not refer to any physical activities.  

From Group 2, one Interviewee has retained his involvement in physical activities; he spends time in NCBI’s gym at the Iona Centre one day a week and also, although: 

“I haven’t been swimming for a long time…I have to go back now because their numbers are dropping off and they’re trying to encourage people to go back.  I wouldn’t be down the deep end though…The walking groups now, they do a lot, they have walks every Tuesday night, just over the summer then they go away for weekends.” (Interviewee 8 speaking of the National League of the Blind).

Other of Interviewee 8’s activities have been stimulated by his contact with NCBI:

“The Council now, I suppose that’s how I got involved in the Irish blind sports too. There’s some connection and they encourage you to do ten pin bowling.  They have the annual May games next month, the athletics and football and the Irish blind sports.  I go and do a bit of throwing and I used to play football but I got too old for it. I’d like to play rugby but it was indoor football and soccer that I played for years; I actually represented Ireland once. We went off to Spain but we didn’t do too well.  We played England a few times but they were always too good for us, but we’re getting better now, a lot of young players.  I think we’re making a name for ourselves again. (Interviewee 8).

Interviewee 9 enjoys shopping in her leisure time.  Although she regrets the changes in shop floor ergonomics, she remains undaunted:

“I love shopping, I love clothes, but maybe when you go into a shop nowadays, the cash registers tend to be at the very back of the shop or to the side, whereas years ago they were spread out all over the shop.  Now you have to kind of find where the cash register is, go to the cash register, normally there’s only one person on it and they can’t leave that to go to the floor.  So that way you really have to have your magnifier with you so that you can look at colour and sizes. But it doesn’t stop me from buying; as my husband says, it doesn’t hold me back.” (Interviewee 9).

Interviewee 10 finds enjoyment in his leisure time in a very different way:

“I love going back down home. I missed out so much, the 9 years I was away; I often I felt an outsider from (my sisters).  Now I’m not…I just love going back home and going around the village, looking around, the home, just going into the backyard, just looking…the changes 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 till the retirement, that’s my one aim.”(Interviewee 10).

Interviewee 11 has a varied social life; he enjoys spending time and joking with friends and relatives, social drinking and horse racing, and also spends time at the Iona Day Centre.  
Interviewee 12 is currently in the process of, to use John Hull’s terminology, ‘mourning over losses’.  Hull speaks of how “…these things gradually cease to matter, they become irrelevant as other interests and values replace them.”
 He is careful to point out, however, that every blind person will have their own individual way of addressing this situation.  Interviewee 12 had spoken of the difficulty of coming to terms with the fact that  “…my sight has just gradually been going and now it’s nearly gone, it’s nearly black. I can see an image of you at the side, but the centre is just gone, it’s gone completely. So I am effectively, I am blind…I lived in a world where I had to use eyes all the time, and everything centred on that, so that’s difficult, it’s frustrating to come to terms with that.”  She is now attempting to find new ways to interact with her environment:

“I find that it’s not that difficult to do Braille. I found when I was reading it and learning it I really did enjoy it, but then again there’s nothing much available to read, you have to start asking the library, you have to get the stuff delivered and there seems to be so much of it.  I’m only using this as an excuse. I should be sitting down and reading it on a regular basis, but I’m not.  I don’t listen to tapes, just television and radio. This is why I want to try and get…I think the internet for newspapers, you can log onto the Guardian online, that kind of thing. You have the Irish Times here and I think you pay something like a €100 a year to use it, or you can use it free the following day, access to the archive is free, which is good.  The thing is, just trying to get access to that. I know I have to build myself up technologically and get to work on that, because I think that’s the way forward if you are blind,

My friend has a car and she takes me shopping, but I don’t have that close a companion, someone that close to me that would want to go to these things on a regular basis. People have their own lives to lead.  I don’t go out very much. I wouldn’t go to the cinema anymore because it’s a complete waste of time.” (Interviewee 12).

Technology
Advances in technology itself, access to, and training in the use of assistive technology are arguably the most influential factor in opening up opportunities for people who are vision impaired.  Interviewees from the first group benefited from these innovations from an early age: 
“In my fifth year at school, when I was 11, I began to read and write through the use of a CCTV and when I was 14 I learnt to touch type.  I use Lunar and Zoomtext screen magnification and also Jaws screen reader with my PC and I also have a laptop with assistive  technology. I prefer black on white on screen and I use the internet a lot.  For library work, I prefer to use a CCTV to access books.” (Interviewee 2).  
This interviewee is also involved with the South West Regional Authority and the DATE Project which aims to enhance access to mainstream education, life long learning and social interaction among students with a physical and/or sensory disability. This will be facilitated through the innovative use of modern technology and communications by students, families and teachers. 

“…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 learn 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 just went with the speech software.  They (NCBI) provided training (in my home).” (Interviewee 3).
“ a visiting teacher…suggested a personal assistant. She got in touch with NCBI; she did everything. She was just brilliant. She ended up getting me all the technology… like the laptop.   hadn’t used that sort of thing before and no-body really showed me how to use it properly at all and I still can’t use it properly. I mean, one of the guys here in college who’s blind, he showed me how to use Jaws on the internet for the first time. I always use Zoomtext on the internet, but when I’m typing, if I’m using Word or something, then I use Jaws for that.  I didn’t get Zoomtext until here in college…”(Interviewee 4).
“I got my computer when I was 12… 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.” (Interviewee 6).
In contrast to these younger interviewees, the majority of those from the second group didn’t have access to any kind of technology until they were introduced to it at the NCBI Training Centre:
“…when I left school…I went to NCBI in the training centre…I learnt basic computers…with technology…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.  And 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 mean, with Jaws on the computer, magazines are read to you and newspapers. You also have magnification software, whereas if you don’t want the speech you can enlarge the print…Now I’m doing ECDL and there’s 7 modules;…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 compute; 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…” (Interviewee 7).  
“I did training on computers at NCBI a few years ago. I decided to go back to see what I could learn, to keep up with the kids.  I was nearly 2 years there, it was grand…I haven’t really got into looking at newspapers on the internet.   I did look up a newspaper yesterday at the Iona Centre for the first time but I will probably at some stage get into that.”.  
The above, Interviewee 8, one of whose sons is vision impaired, and dyslexic, has also found that computers can help remove barriers.  “It was a big decision on whether to send him to a mainstream or specialist school.  I suppose with hindsight he might have been better in the local school because we’d a lot of hassle in school with him because he was dyslexic but we didn’t know it at the time.  He had to do Braille and the Braille was just a nightmare for him. He was 9 or 10 and he was still learning Braille, lines of letters and stuff like that there.  We fought and fought and we got him his laptop and ever since he got the laptop he’s just blossomed. He had it all up here, but because of the dyslexia…it was terrible.  They say there’s no dyslexia in Braille. They talk of it alright, but there’s no defined dyslexia.  But I think they’re coming to the conclusion that there must be something you know, because he was just turning all his letters back to front and it was just pure mad.  He was reading, and he’d have to really concentrate and read slow to make sure to get the letters, but he couldn’t get up any fluency for reading.  He didn’t have any other options because he wasn’t able to read the print, especially when he went into mathematics, the numbers and things. It was a big hassle and we were fighting for years to see if something could be done, but they still maintained in the school that he has to learn his Braille. Braille’s the only way for him. He was probably around 12 when he got the computer and it just made a big difference.  There were a lot of problems with writing mathematics on the computer but he’s just making his own system up at this stage.  He’s in university now… he’s doing computer science and software.”
“...I went over 3 times a week (to the NCBI Training Centre). I wasn’t able to type properly and I went up for the touch typing, and I mastered that and I did Jaws on the computer over there as well. I’ve got that now myself at work…I had a big screen in the job and…I wanted to have Jaws so that I wasn’t straining my eyes anymore. Someone from NCBI 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 trainer) wrote all the things on speech in print and just left it with me and I just practised as I went along…” (Interviewee 10).
Mobility

Perhaps predictably, in relation to mobility, there are those who favour the cane and those whose lives have been changed since having a guide dog:

“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 dog, 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 or secondary school; I knew my way round school well but the school was so busy…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…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…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…I couldn’t wait to have one and look after him... 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 say behind me saying why are you walking so fast, I say it’s normal, they say no it’s not.” (Interviewee 6)

“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… 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… But 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 its 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…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.” (Interviewee 7).

Those for the cane, however, emphasise a different kind of benefit:
“I did my mobility and used a cane but the person who came with me felt I didn’t really need the cane, so when I explained to her that I felt myself I didn’t need it but I wanted it for the bus stop, so that I could get out my cane, to make people aware...Some people kind of look at you with a cane and say, ‘oh, she’s blind’, immediately, and it’s not that I don’t want someone thinking I’m blind, but I know a lot of people looking at me would say, she definitely doesn’t look…; at least then they’d say, ‘oh, she has a problem with her sight’, that’s the only thing…I won’t see a number on a bus, I won’t even see the bus coming, so where the bus stop is…I put out my white cane.  What I was doing was asking the driver to stop.” (Interviewee 9).
“…and for 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 and last March 07 I said to my wife and myself, I said I’m going to try…And one day 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. And I had this thing 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… Generally, the buses, I find the minute I started using the white cane…you’re standing at a bus stop, the bus sees the white stick, that bus pulls right in to that white stick”  (Interviewee 10).

Attitudes to Vision Impairment
Supportive environments are critical to the creation of confident inner states.  The development and expression of self is dependent on the support and affirmation of others and, by extension, on wider patterns of relationship and power in  society, and for people who have vision impairment, by the ability to free their own sense of self from socially imposed stereotypes and to manage change in their own individual circumstances.  
One young woman, Interviewee 4, faced with the kind of change that had the potential to devastate her life, showed remarkable resilience:

“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 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 … I thought well, there’s nothing I can do except try and get better and I just prayed … I got to go home for the weekend because my parents had been told that I was going to die … 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.” 

Following surgery interviewee 4 found herself completely blind for the first 5 days but: “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.”  
Interviewee 4 was 14 when this happened and 21 at the time of interview, about to embark on post graduate study to become an occupational therapist.  The tumours proved to be benign but were not removed. They have resulted in fluctuating levels of vision, from partial sight to complete blindness, epileptic episodes and relinquishing much which, until that point, had formed her ‘self as known’:
“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 …  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.”  
In 1969, Scott had written that, “Blindness…is a social role that people who have serious difficulty seeing or who cannot see at all must learn how to play” 
, and French that, “Like most children I wanted their acceptance, approval and warmth, and quickly learned that this could best be gained by colluding with their perceptions of my situation.”
  Interviewee 4, despite failing to find adequate support and understanding in her secondary educational environment, and, on one occasion, experiencing what she perceived as active undermining (see Interviewee 4 Biography attached), shows what can be achieved by a combination of anger, faith and a supportive family – and perhaps youth.
“I’m over 50 now so the possibility  of actually finding work is becoming increasingly difficult as far as I can see; ageism is getting an awfully lot worse and there seems to be, perhaps it’s due to immigration, I don’t know, but there seems to be, a negative attitude... with age.  Ageism is one area where people tend to be quite…it’s almost like you can put the wall up immediately, and nobody’s going to worry, really going to question it.  If it does come before something like a tribunal then it falls down immediately but… for anybody who is not given access to…such assistance, it is there…” (Interviewee 12).
For Interviewee 12, whose sense of self was to a great extent realised through her highly valued career and who had a long standing involvement in the visual arts, loss of sight in her late forties has left her with feelings of negativity and a ‘loss of interest in anything’.  What came over very strongly for me over the course of the interview was the interviewee’s sense of loss of control of her own life and circumstances; her withdrawal from her previous life; her perception that she was moving from a role of authority to one of dependence; and the sense of isolation from the environment and her inability to interact with it: 

“…blindness is one thing… You can always make up in other ways if you’ve something wrong, if you’re in a wheelchair or whateve;, but the blindness itself, that absence which denies so much in terms of what you can do, because so much of what you do do in life is dependent on sight…To be able to see it in the first place is very important; to be able to read instruction;, to be able to read whatever is there is so important. You do need it obviously, and that’s why I suppose 95% of the greatest fear people have about bodily dysfunction centres on the eyes.  That’s the one thing that’s difficult to come to terms with, that I lived in a world where I had to use eyes all the time, and everything centred on that, so that’s difficult. It’s frustrating to come to terms with that… I do long to be able to see real colour again, I miss colour; that was the one thing I did love always. The contrast of colours and the different shades and tones, things like that. I loved that; I can bring it back but it’s that awareness that it’s always there, that you can reacquaint yourself with it, that’s gone. I suppose in time to come it will disappear, that capacity will disappear.  I do have difficulty sometimes remembering what cerise looks like; in my mind a strong pink I remember, but in no way is it a substitute for the actual thing itself…”

John Hull, author of Touching the Rock
, wrote about his experience of what he described as mourning over the loss of sight, which he discussed with other older blind men; the general consensus was that the time of adjustment towards loss of sight grows longer in direct proportion to age, so for someone of fifty, five years is quite a short time; it can take ten or fifteen years to make a full adjustment.  Interviewee 12 is still in the process of reconstructing and finding alternative strategies with which to interact with both the environment and people:
“I came down Grafton Street and across town one day. First of all a policeman helped me across one of the major streets.  When I got across there a man asked me where I was going. When I told him he actually delivered me up to the LUAS (Dublin’s tram system) station, which is up across the River Liffey, up in Abbey Street, and he helped me across all the way there. He thought it was grand. He thought it was his good deed for the day.”

This enjoyment in colluding in giving someone else a ‘feel-good’ opportunity is not always the way in which such interactions are perceived:
“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…’are you really blind, what are you using that dog or that cane for?’, which is terrible. It’s like me going up to an elderly lady in a wheelchair and saying, ‘how long have you been in that wheelchair?’, which I’d never dream of saying because I think people’s personal lives are theirs…Even people I know who are vision impaired, I’d never ask them how long have you been visually impaired or what’s your eye condition?  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…” (Interviewee 7).
Another frustration for this individual is the difficulty in social situations of being unable to initiate greetings, of choosing who to speak with, of feeling marginalised:
“What I find very awkward is if I go to a party, and it’s a dimly lit room and loud music, you can’t integrate into conversation with people because you don’t know who’s sitting there and you have to wait for people to actually talk to you.  And then 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.”
Interviewee 3’s frustration centres on not wishing to become the focus of concern:
“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.”  

Interviewee 10 described the process of dealing with feelings of marginalisation that other people can evoke and the struggle to make greater personal sense of his experiences:
“…she 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, 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.”
NCBI
NCBI, in a statement of its values promotes:

· an inclusive approach based on listening to people who use its services, staff members, volunteers and all other stakeholders;

· collaboration with them in the design and delivery of their services and all related activities; 
· acknowledgement and respect for the right of people to make choices about their lives; 
· accountability to all stakeholders for the organisation’s actions and decisions. 

The following is a selection of interviewees’ experiences of, and feelings about, NCBI, in addition to those already voiced under the headings Training Centres and The Iona Centre above.
Inevitably, given the age of the first group, their experiences of NCBI have been initiated and mediated through their families:
“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.  I’m not too sure, I know he works for them and there’s a centre in Wexford in Cinema Lane.  They offer different aids for vision impaired people. They do assessments. I had one a few months ago.  I think they offer training on adaptive technology.  Getting there is fine, 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.” (Interviewee 1).

Interviewee 2 has had limited contact with NCBI, though he has been to their headquarters in Dublin in the past and on some of their camping holidays; he is, however, in the near future planning to attend a residential course for daily living skills organised by NCBI’s Cork Centre.  
“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…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.” (Interviewee 3).

Interviewee 4 described how her Disability Officer had involved an NCBI representative in a University meeting to reassure members of the Micro-biology Dept., and ensure that her student was not unfairly discriminated against : 

“ my Disability Officer got involved there and sets 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 and they were, ‘how can you spend all day in the lab.?’  So she arranged a meeting and she brought herself, me, someone from NCBI in Galway and the Head of the Micro Department, their secretary to take notes; she made sure these people were all there and let me talk but she was just watching, she was making sure no one could tell me no.”
This individual, due to her own experiences with her secondary school Principal, which are recorded in her Biography, suggested that:

“…schools need to be taught.  There’s a role for NCBI.  Principals of schools, they should have a meeting with the Principal who has to go to this…”
Interviewee 5’s initial contact with NCBI provided her with:

“…the two items of equipment that I would have used, a magnifying glass and a telescope, to read from the blackboard, so 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, and they got me through my education.  I’ve had them since the beginning. I used to go to their (NCBI) main office in Dublin. My parents took me there.  In secondary school 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. I got Supernova which was a better programme…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 from Galway to give me training.”
Interviewee 5 also had some suggestions to offer:

“…people using NCBI  don’t get to know other people, don’t meet each other. It would be nice for 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, you’re in college 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… 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.” (Interviewee 5).

Interviewee 6 also remembers NCBI initially for the computer they provided:

“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 an NCBI centre in the County but my computer and the trainers came up from Dublin. (The trainer) 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 also a visiting teacher from Dublin 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.  There was only one Braille teacher up here and she was a social worker and she just knew Braille; she was from the local NCBI.”

Whilst in secondary school and college Interviewee 6 had no contact with NCBI, she did at a later stage draw on NCBI’s knowledge of what careers local vision impaired people had found:   
“Someone from the regional NCBI centre 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 NCBI about careers, about what blind people in the area do just as a matter of interest, and what kind of things they’ve done.  But 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.” 
As the youngest member of the second group, Interviewee 7 has had more on-going contact with NCBI than any of the people in Group 1:
“…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.”
Shortly after she was 18, Interviewee 7 had basic mobility lessons from NCBI:

“…other advantages are, you get free travel. You get access to places a lot better…and when you’re registered with NCBI you get entitlements like the vision clinic at Whitworth Road. You can get aids to help you like monocular and magnifying glasses, whereas you can still get that if you’re not registered with NCBI, but when you’re registered, you’re entitled to any allowances from the Dept. of Social  Welfare and you also get your medical card and, given the prices of things these days, it’s just as well you get your medical card.”

It would seem that, although Braille was something she felt she wouldn’t use or need, she was required to undertake it, even as an adult at NCBI’s Training Centre:

“I learnt Braille in school, the basics, and I didn’t like it; and I learnt it at NCBI when I was on 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.”

She was, however, introduced to computers whilst on the training course and given support in deciding what direction to take towards employment:  

“…when I left school, I came straight to the 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 came I learnt basic computers. I didn’t use Jaws then.  I wasn’t really taught computers in school, it was more touch typing with the manual keyboard…On the training course I did literacy, numeracy, art and crafts…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.”
After a period of voluntary work, interviewee 7 returned to NCBI’s training centre for a year and a half before going on to a local further education college.  She also has on-going contact with NCBI in a number of areas, one of which is mobility, even though she now has a guide dog:

“If I went into a new place, I’d need to get sighted guide from NCBI mobility; 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.  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.”  
Interviewee 9 recounted her experience of becoming involved in an NCBI initiative:

“I did a peer mentoring course with the NCBI and that was kind of, not counselling, it’s not running after somebody, not volunteer work, it was just basically like that, if somebody said could I meet you for say a drink, or could I go into town with you, just to have a chat really, but not too many took up the peer mentoring really.  I worked with a girl who had one particular person who she peer mentored, but other than that I haven’t heard of anybody else.  Oh, they did the course but I haven’t heard any more, no one came to me.”

Of concern to interviewee 12 was the representation of service users within the organisation:

“On the one hand you do feel that you need to complain about services (this refers to services generally, such as health and education), because it’s about time they were highlighted, but at the same time you don’t want to have that negativity hanging around you, because it’s not good for you.  It saps any interest you have in anything.  I think that’s where people who use NCBI need to be better represented. They need to represent themselves better in the organisation.  I don’t know how the organisation is structured, if it’s the managers who decide everything…The access they give to service users to provide them with the kind of information they would need to establish those structures, is that ever actually looked at? I wonder about that now.  Seven million Euro, about 80% of what they have, comes from the Health Service Executive (HSE), I think that the HSE are going to be on the money trail before too long, they’ll have to state where every penny comes from, particularly if we’re going into economic recession.  Nothing will happen to the organisation itself.  What will happen is the service users will lose access to services. That is always bad and I think that is what happens in many cases to organisations where there is more emphasis on administration than there is on service provision, and that will be very sad when that happens.” 

Perceptions of NCBI from Interviewees 8, 9, 10, 11 and 12 are mainly covered under the Training Centre and Iona Centre headings.   However, Interviewee 10 stressed how reassuring it was to know that NCBI’s support was there when needed:  

“I think myself, 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 IT trainer 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 came out and told me what we needed.  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.” 
This interviewee did identify an area in which he felt NCBI could take the initiative in regards to making contact with those who were traumatised by their experiences of specialist education:   
“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.”

And paid tribute to the CEO and the organisation:  
“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 Hartcourt Street back in the 70s, you went in and that was it. It was the same as the school in the 60s, that’s how it was there, then.  I suppose 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.”
Some of the material gathered in the biographies contains accounts that are not easily verifiable and so, whilst leaving them in the biographies, they are not included here.  They do, however, indicate that i) there may be some NCBI staff, who come into contact with adult service users, who fail to treat these service users as autonomous adults for whom their role is to provide a service.  Staff training that reinforces the need for mutual respect and provides an understanding of the psychological impact that vision impairment can have should be on-going and provided in partnership with users, and ii) wherever possible, user groups should be set up to support and advise in the work and development of the organisation, particularly in regard to the Training Centre, the Iona Centre and, if it is to go forward, The Archive Project.  
There were a number of other suggestions that individuals would like NCBI to develop:

Internet café type facilities at all NCBI centres with bookable access to computers that have been set up with assistive technology.
Awareness raising amongst existing internet café providers to provide assistive technology on some of their computers.
Provision of more social activities and opportunities to meet other visually impaired and fully sighted people in social situations, targeted at a range of different age groups. 
Facilitation of peer counselling support groups, perhaps by gender, issue, additional disabilities, etc. 
Re NCBI’s website:

· more imaginative use of the website;

· creation of an interactive users’ website to facilitate contact with other NCBI service users; 
· an MSN type messaging facility/blog; 
· activities page that other organisations could also use to make service users aware of services, events, activities, etc.; 
· a schools’ information page; 

· hotlinks to other services. 
“More awareness raising with schools…give them more of an idea of vision impaired people and their different needs… 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 – no-one’s asked.” (Interviewee 1).
More celebration of NCBI service users’ achievements in both education and employment fields.

And in relation to the Archive Project:

“The Archive sounds good, it would be a new development for the service, maybe get more people…they’d know where to draw information; as it developed and accumulated, perhaps people could be put in touch with each other and arrange their own smaller groups around this idea, perhaps creative writing.  It sounds very good.” (Interviewee 5).  
“The Archive could be a useful resource for the Verbal Arts Centre; we could suggest topics or help with a newsletter or something.  I’d definitely, and I know my boss would, be interested; a lot of our work is audio.” Interviewee 6) 
It would be good to be part of the Archive Project.  Will you say that the project should be handed over to users themselves? (Interviewee 12)  

“Archive material could be used in training as well as research  activities to initiate analysis on various themes.  Material for the Archive could also be generated through the introduction and development by NCBI of creative writing and oral history classes.” (Interviewer).
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