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In 2008 RNIB embarked on an ambitious project to interview around 40 blind and partially sighted children, most of whom were receiving their education in mainstream schools, talking about their lives at school and at home. The contents of these interviews were edited and grouped under headings to reflect key aspects of children's lives. The result was over two hours' worth of audio material which was produced as an audio DVD entitled 'Hear Me Out'. In this article we present a sample of children’s views taken from the interviews. If you would like to find out more about what the children have to say, the DVD is on sale from RNIB either on its own or as part of a package with 'Count Me In', a video DVD showing good practice in the inclusion of blind and partially sighted children in a range of educational settings. Details of how to purchase both resources are given at the end of this article.

Listening to children is a fundamental part of meeting their needs. Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that

 parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child. 

In his introduction to the UK government publication 'Working Together - Listening to the voices of children and young people (DCSF, 2008) Jim Knight, Minister for Schools, wrote:

Giving children and young people a say in decisions that affect them can improve engagement in learning, help develop a more inclusive school environment and improve behaviour and attendance. Through effective pupil participation, schools give young people the opportunity to develop critical thinking, advocacy and influencing skills, helping every child to fulfil their potential.

Listening to children is therefore a starting point rather than an end in itself. The same publication quoted Shier (2000) who defined levels of participation for children in the following ascending order:

1. Children are listened to  

2. Children are supported in expressing their views

3. Children’s views are taken into account

4. Children are involved in the decision-making process

5. Children share power and responsibility for decision-making.

This commitment to listening to children forms part of a wider aspect of recent UK educational policy known as the 'Every Child Matters' agenda.  Every Child Matters was the name given to a major government report in 2003 into the systemic failings of the care system for vulnerable children. The report defined five key outcomes which are intended to underpin all developments in services for children in future. These are that all children should:

· be healthy 

· stay safe 

· enjoy and achieve 

· make a positive contribution 

· achieve economic well-being. 

These outcomes are mutually reinforcing. For example, children and young people learn and thrive when they are healthy, safe and are enjoying activities. The five outcomes are used by schools and local authorities as a basis for deciding their priorities, planning change and evaluating the impact of their work. They are also embedded in the inspection criteria for all services for children and young people. It made sense, therefore, to ensure that our questions could be linked to the five outcomes, although we chose not to make this explicit on the DVD itself in order not to limit its relevance to people working in other legislative contexts. 

RNIB had previously carried out an extensive research survey in 1998 and 1999 for a report entitled 'Shaping the Future' (Franklin et al, 2001). This involved asking over 1,000 blind and partially sighted children and young people, or their parents, about their experiences, needs and aspirations.  When designing the current DVD project we were mindful that it was not a research study, in that the children and young people involved were not chosen as a representative sample and the interview process was largely informal.  The intention was simply to capture the thoughts and views of a group of individuals as a way of enabling their voices to be heard.  However, the interview process can create its own effect. It was important to avoid the danger of children giving us the answers they thought that we as adults wanted to hear or that they felt would be socially acceptable among their peers. Care needed to be taken that children understood the questions and felt able to answer them openly and honestly.

In talking to children it is clearly essential to adhere to strict ethical guidelines. We based our work on RNIB's ethical research guidelines which were derived from those of the UK Social Research Association ( http://www.the-sra.org.uk/ethical.htm ) as follows: 

1. 
Informed consent - participants should be clear about the aims and outcomes of the activity, why they were taking part and what they would be asked to do. 

2. 
Voluntary participation - their participation must be voluntary, and they must not have been put under any pressure (implicit or explicit) to take part.

3. 
Confidentiality - no participant should be identified by name or linked to a particular school.

4. 
Right to refuse to answer a question - if participants did not want to answer an interview question they could just say so and the questioner would go onto the next question.

5. 
Right to withdraw from an activity at any time - just because participants had agreed to take part they did not have to see it through to the end. They could opt out at any time if they chose to do so.

6. 
Child protection - All interviews should meet RNIB's child protection standards and those of the school/setting concerned.

We also sought written consent from parents that they were willing for their children to take part in the interviews and for their voices to be heard on the DVD. We felt it was essential for the sake of authenticity that the voices were the children's own, but this raised concerns that they might be identified by people who knew them. We decided that this risk was minimised by the fact that each interview would be edited down and not heard in its entirety, so each 'clip' would be quite short and isolated from its wider context. However, concerns about anonymity did lead us to one significant change of plan. The original intention had been to include a series of still photographs to appear on screen to accompany the audio clips of children speaking. While this might have made the DVD more attractive to sighted users we realised it would seriously undermine any guarantee of anonymity.

The final design of the DVD menus was based on a series of buttons which navigate the user to different sections of the disc. The main menu breaks the content down into main themes and each theme is then broken down further into individual sections, as shown in the following screen shots:
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What the children and young people said

We found no difficulty in getting children to talk to us about their lives. Their views and experiences varied widely, as one would expect in any collection of individuals. The rest of this article consists of extracts from the transcribed interviews. These give a good indication of the range of issues the children chose to discuss, but inevitably they lose the immediacy of being spoken in their own voices. To hear that you would need to listen to the DVD itself.  Some of the comments have been slightly edited in the interests of space. All the names used are pseudonyms.

People’s attitudes

Elton, aged 14 

There’s one boy who’s in my class who’s fantastic with me. If my lens drops out it’s like a police operation - everyone clear out, like, he’s got to find this lens. And if it’s lost he’ll take me straight to the special needs unit where they can sort me out there and he’s brilliant in that way. There are more good people that help me than don’t. 

Lara, aged 14

In school, most people are very understanding about my sight and they treat me normally. Some people are a bit stereotypical, if you say you got a visual impairment they just think straight away that you can’t see anything and that’s it. Some people can take advantage of you but most people don’t. 

Babette, aged 12

Some people would say that visually impaired children can’t do as much as other people can, but sometimes visually impaired children can do a hell of a lot more than other children think they can. It don’t matter what people say, I’m just not going to listen and I’m just going to try to carry on being myself. 

Hakeem, aged 15

A visually impaired person is the same as everybody else in the world.  Think about what somebody can do, not what somebody can’t do because, chances are, they can probably do a lot more than you think they can. 

Bullying

Faith, aged 9

Some people are really nice to me and some people are really horrible because sometimes they just don’t like to play with me. Because I’m blind, some people think I’m a loser and some people in this school are really mean and I would really, really, really like them to treat me how I am and how I’m good and what I do and what I don’t do to them. 

Hailey, aged 11

Most of the people are understanding for my difficulties but some people don’t understand. Sometimes if someone really, really winds me up – you know, like name-calling and just annoying constantly, I lose my temper a bit. But I’ve learned not to now. You've got to respect people who can’t see properly or who are blind, like not push them or don’t even be nasty to them. Treat them like your friends. 

Pablo, aged 12

I haven’t had no bullying because of my sight problem. I think it’s because my friends they’re always behind me and the school doesn’t allow bullying of any sort. If I did get bullied, all my friends would stick up for me. 

Sport

Gareth, aged 15 

I like tandem bike riding, because you go a lot of places on a bike where you haven’t been before.  I ride at the back of the tandem bike and do the hand signals and it's good because you’re getting fresh air on it as well. When you’re going down the hill, you just freewheel all the way down. We don’t say anything, we just, like, sing along and stuff. 

Nabil, aged 14

In PE I like doing football, cricket – outdoor sports, team sports.  My sight doesn’t give me that much problem but sometimes it just makes it harder. To stop it being harder, you just have to concentrate more on the game.

Ian, aged 16

I had no confidence in sport until I joined secondary where I got introduced to games that relate to my abilities of sight. For example, goalball is one where you wear blacked out shades, so everyone is the same sight level, so everyone’s just got the same chance. I play blind cricket, blind football, which I only began to play in Year 11. 

Lara, aged 14

I find PE difficult because of my visual impairment. When there’s a game going on I don’t take part in it because there’s too much movement and I can’t see the ball. I can see the people but sometimes not that clearly. Sport is not really one of my strong points.

Mobility

Ralph, aged 7

School can be a bit of a problem because I can’t see very well, so when I’m focusing on one thing, I can’t see very many other things. So, if people are coming, I can’t really see them very well. So, I get bumped quite a bit. 

Caleb, aged 13

Because I don’t look visually impaired, I use this cane to warn people that I’m visually impaired. It is very useful, because I don’t have to explain to people, they just know straight away that I’m visually impaired. 

Elton, aged 14

I can’t go out on my own at all because I’ll step off the gutter a lot. I’ve got some mates I would go out with but I wouldn’t fully rely on them because, you know, they don’t look out for my eyes as much as some friends, which is why my social life is obviously dampened a little bit. I do have to go out a lot with my mum and dad, which I don’t mind, but sometimes I would like to get away from that and go out with mates.    

Dalton, aged 14

I am looking forward to doing public transport because it will give me more independence to get around. My mum’s all for me getting more independent. Some people would be kind of protective if, say, their child had a disability and they were trying to get really independent but mine don’t worry at all. Mine aren’t over-protective in the slightest. 
Pablo, aged 12

I do sometimes get frustrated with my eye problems because of driving, I won’t be able to drive.

Families and friends

Otis, aged 9 

In Pakistan, the freedom is different because here I just have to stay in my house, but there you can just go outside and play and everything. You can go anywhere. My parents just think it’s safer for me in Pakistan to just go out than here. There’s less traffic, there’s not that many people. 

Daisy, aged 15

I wish that I didn’t have vision problems because I’d just like to be a bit more independent, because I look at my younger sister and think, well she can go off with her friends and my mum and dad don’t have to worry about her crossing the roads, or she can cook and they don’t have to really worry about her using sharp knives.

Otis, aged 9

In school I’ve got lots of friends. I like talking to them, playing games. My friends don’t look after me because I don’t really need looking after. In the playground I can play like anybody else.

Kai, aged 17

I do avoid doing things which require my eyesight because, basically, I don’t like being embarrassed. So, if I’m going to do something and I’m going to make a fool of myself I’m not going to do it. I want to be treated as the same as everybody else really. When I meet new people I don’t tell them that I’ve got an eye problem if it’s not necessary. Most of my friends don’t know, just my one best friend knows. 

School

Hailey, aged 11

Moving from a small primary school to a big high school is kind of scary because you don’t know where any of your classes are or who anyone is, or if they’re nice or nasty and tell if you’re going to get along or not. It’s full of really tall people. It works out all right. Once you get to know the school and who to stay away from and who’s all right – it’s all right. It’s cool. 

Victor, aged 15

I like the lessons at school because they’re good fun. I like science. I like woodwork because I like making, like, a bird box out of wood. I use a saw to do cutting. I use a hammer to put nails in. I had to use a brace to drill the holes. I hold it against my tummy, wind the handle round. I don’t cut myself or anything because they help me. 

Ian, aged 16

My teachers inspired me with ideas or techniques that I could use to present my work. I’ve just finished my exams and Art is one of my favourites because it gives me a chance to show my creativity. I did painting, drawing, all sorts of mixed media. And I’ve been predicted an ‘A’, which would be lovely, for next year. 

Quentin, aged 12 

I don’t need any support in music because we just play instruments. We’ve played a guitar, African drum, a piano and a tambourine. The teacher who does music, on the keyboard he writes the letters in a big felt tip so the people who are visually impaired can see what keys they’re playing. It’s easy for me – for everybody as well. 
Reading and writing

Quentin, aged 12 

I prefer large print books because I don’t have to bend down and read on the table. I can just get it and read it. 
Hakeem, aged 15

I started learning how to touch type when I was in year one and I can type pretty damn fast for someone who can’t see the keys. 

Caleb, aged 13

I want to use my sight but then I’ve got to do braille as well because my reading speed’s slow and if I carry on with braille it might speed it up. So, the way forward is to do braille as well. 

Samson, aged 16

I’m learning braille at the moment because I wanted to learn it just in case I turn blind, so I’d know it before I actually turn blind. And it’s the same thing with touch typing as well. I just wanted to prepare myself just in case. 

Otis, aged 9

At school when everybody else is looking at the whiteboard (i.e. an Interactive Whiteboard - a large interactive display that connects to a computer and projector), I’ve got a monitor that connects to the whiteboard, so I can see what’s on it on my desk. The difference is now that Mrs Young doesn’t have to sit next to me and write down what’s on the board. I just like to be on my own and to do my work and show that I’m independent. 

Hakeem, aged 15

The only thing is, the Perkins Brailler can cause a lot of distraction to other people because it’s so loud and it clunks and it has a big bell that goes ding at the end of the line. The only real subject I use braille worksheets now is maths.

Warren, aged 15

My handwriting isn’t very good and using ICT makes things easier to read for me and makes it easier for other people to read something I may have written. 

Teachers

Pablo, aged 12

Some teachers are good at getting stuff ready on their own without the support teachers but most teachers don’t remember about me. I think it’s because the teachers just don’t understand what my problem is.

Gabriela, aged 12

Say the teacher never gave Mrs Crowther the braille, then that makes me mad because then I can’t do my work and then the teacher just says, “Well get someone to work with you”. But sometimes they want to work on their own, maybe. So, that ain’t fair really. 

Pablo, aged 12

I think it’s important to ask people with sight problems what they need or what the teacher could do to help them, instead of the teachers just doing what they think is right. Sometimes, I think that the teachers think that they know what I need more than I do. Like, sometimes, the teacher will say, "You can see in size 14 and if we do it any bigger it won’t fit on the page”. But if it doesn’t fit on the page it doesn’t matter because at the end of the day it’s not you who is going to be reading it, it’s going to be me. 

Gabriela, aged 12

Sometimes the people get a bit nervous when they haven’t worked with VI before, so they don’t know what to do. They don’t have to do anything really, but I think they should ask me what to do to help me.

Support 

Kacey, aged 11

When I was at primary school I did most things myself like getting all my worksheets and my Braillenote (i.e. a portable Braille computer) ready. And now I am at secondary school that’s all done for me. And I liked doing that when I was at primary school, so I would have rather done it here.

Fabian, aged 15

If you’ve got a support assistant your classmates and your friends behave slightly different in class because they’ve still got this extra teacher sitting next to them. I’d like to be the same as everyone else as much as possible and also it helps for the future because, if I go on to college and university, there’s not going to be trained assistants there. 

Pablo, aged 12

Sometimes, in school I do think that I’m not doing as well as I could do because of my eyesight. It’s because it takes me longer to do things. It’s a long process, like, if a teacher tells you to go and research something, you rely on somebody else and they choose what you read. I do wish I could be more independent. If everything was enlarged then I could be more independent than I am now. 

Interests and hobbies

Hakeem, aged 15

I also DJ online, for an internet radio station. I am in charge of like hip-hop R‘n’B, that lot, and grime. Because I use analogue stuff, I don’t need anything special. I do everything by ear. There are so many different ways of doing things. Touch screen is really not good if you’re blind because you can’t see where to touch, sad because a lot of blind people are being excluded from using a lot of good equipment that is out there. 

Fabian, aged 15

I have done a couple of school plays.  My sight’s never actually been a problem and that’s one of the reasons I enjoy it because, while you’re doing it, absolutely everybody is thinking about where everybody else is. So if you have a bit of trouble they can help you out in a subtle way, but particularly if it is a scripted piece or directed piece, you just need to memorise it. 

Daisy, aged 15

I love cooking. Sometimes I worry about cutting myself but that’s one of my mum’s biggest worries with sharp knives and everything. And sometimes I say to my mum, “Mum, please I want you to be able to trust me,” and the more I do it the better I get at it. One of the good things about school is they let me practise with sharp knives and other equipment. They let me have a go at trying out new things.

The future

Hakeem, aged 15

Just because I can’t see doesn’t mean you’re going to stop me from doing what I want to do. I’ve always lived with this, “if at first don’t succeed try and try again”. And if you don’t have determination, you’re not going to get far in life. 

Hailey, aged 11

I’ve decided I’m going to college and university and I’m going to study law and science. At first, I was going to become like just under a Prime Minister and gradually work up to being the Prime Minister. I want to do stuff for other people and make the world a better place, make it the law to recycle and just help the planet as much as possible. 

Baines, aged 12

I’d like to be an MP (i.e. a Member of Parliament), because I’d be able to fix what’s wrong with the country, because I think the country’s a bit soft, not hard enough. I’d try and change the law for discrimination on disabled people. I am a school council representative. I’ve been doing it for about a year. I represent my class. I sort out things around the school. 

Gabriela, aged 12

When I leave school, I’m going to be a fashion designer because I like designing and drawing and stuff. I used to like doing textiles. I like fashion. I like to be fashionable too. Julia’s up to date, so Julia tells me the shapes and colours of the things and then I’ll imagine it, like I do in art. 

Quentin, aged 12 

I want to go to college and university, be a pharmacist because I like science. I think that will be a bit difficult but I’ll get used to it. 

Gareth, aged 15

I want to be independent. I’m getting older, so I have to get used to doing stuff myself now. In the future, I might get married or have kids, get my own house or a flat and get a job. I don’t know what kind of job - being a rugby coach for big lads, not like children who are doing rugby. 

Fabian, aged 15

I work at Oxfam (i.e. a charity shop) on a Saturday. Because I can’t read a (cash) till they put me round the back, out of harm’s way, doing some sorting for them. And then two months in they decided that they would let me run the computer side of things as well.  So now I put products onto the internet, as well as do the sorting. 

Dalton, aged 14

If you’re visually impaired, you have to try and be better than everybody else because if you want to get a decent job, say you’re going against a sighted person who is very clever as well, they are probably going to choose the sighted person over you unless you have a particular strength. Apparently, 98 per cent of visually impaired and blind people don’t get decent jobs. I suppose you have to try and be in that minority, that 2 per cent. 

Conclusion

Listening to children provides a powerful insight into their lives. Many of the comments made by the children interviewed for 'Hear Me Out' capture essential truths about their education and development far better than we as adult professionals will ever do. Putting all this material together on a DVD is a useful way of making it available to a wider audience, but the real value of the exercise lies in carrying it out in the first place and in paying attention to the messages that emerge. 

________________________________________________

Count Me In DVD video and Hear Me Out Audio CD Rom Set

 "Count me in" is an interactive video DVD illustrating the principles and practices of effective inclusion of children with visual impairment in a range of educational settings. "Hear me out" is an audio CD Rom which complements "Count me in". It gives blind and partially sighted children the opportunity to speak for themselves about their lives at school and at home. 

To order visit  rnib.org.uk /shop 
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