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ROB It’s Ouch, the talk show that confronts the awkwardness 
around disability. I’m Rob. 

KATE And I’m Kate. A five part BBC Radio series on disabled 
geniuses is going out at the moment, so we’re asking, who 
are your disability role models? Is it the Paralympian or the 
boy next door? 

ROB Now getting a job: The unemployment figures for disabled 
people have remained stubbornly around the 50% mark for 
20 years or so in the UK, but recently we’re told it has got a 
bit better. So what is the biggest barrier to getting a job, and 
what new ideas are around to conquer the problem? 

KATE And fashion for visually impaired people: If it’s not about 
seeing the colours and patterns what is it about? We speak 
to a blogger who’s spent a lot of time thinking about all of 
this.  

ROB Plus our quiz of the month’s news and we’re playing out 
with a track from one of our favourite disabled bands, Fish 
Police. 

KATE Stay tuned. 



 [Jingle: Ouch disability talk from the BBC with Rob 
Crossan and Kate Monaghan] 

KATE Disability talk says the jingle, but I have no idea what that 
means, Rob? 

ROB We’ve had about, what, nearly a decade to figure that out 
now? 

KATE Yes, we’re still not there. 

ROB We’re still none the wiser. 

KATE Anyway, welcome along. We have three guests joining us 
for the show. First up in our studio in Norwich it’s Mr Tom 
Shakespeare, author, academic, commentator. How would 
you describe yourself, Tom? 

TOM If I was pretentious I’d say public intellectual, but basically 
I write and talk for money. 

ROB Well what about baronet?  

TOM No, I don’t say that. 

ROB Really? It does on your Wikipedia page. Tom’s a baronet. 



TOM Yes.  

KATE I don’t know what that means. 

TOM It’s true. My grandfather was MP for Norwich and when he 
retired from government he was made a baronet and it is a 
curse, it’s an inherited thing. So yes I do have that, I never 
use it, I don’t agree with it, I don’t like it, I find it much 
more disabling than the achondroplasia which I got from my 
dad. 

KATE Wow. Well you’re currently a senior lecturer at Norwich 
Medical School, but do I correctly recall that you once 
dabbled in stand-up comedy? 

TOM Yeah, back in the day, in about 1990s, early 1990s, Northern 
Disability Arts Forum formed and, you know, it’s the early 
days of the disability arts movement and I did compering 
and I did Edinburgh gigs and I did various sort of things in 
the disability field. What’s interesting and wonderful about 
Laurence and all of these other wonderful current comics is 
they’re in the mainstream, we were never in the mainstream. 
We talked to day centres and we talked to disability rallies 
and they loved us but we didn’t really get further than that.  

KATE Well I just feel left out that I’ve never done stand-up 
comedy because I feel I must be the only disabled person 
ever. 

ROB There is something in that, I think you may be the one 
remaining disabled person who’s never done stand-up. 



KATE Yeah, pretty sure, pretty sure. 

ROB Now also with us in the studio we’ve got Tracey Abbott. 
Hello Tracey. 

TRACEY Hiya. 

ROB Now you’re the recruitment adviser at the Business 
Disability Forum. So very briefly then what’s the biggest 
barrier to employment if you can answer that in two 
sentences? 

TRACEY Oh blimey. Initially it’s the aspirations I think of the parents 
and I think it’s the inability of companies to see how easy it 
is to make adjustments. 

ROB We will definitely be digging into that later. 

KATE But next we’ve got Emily Davison who is our visually 
impaired fashion blogger. Emily, tell us what you’re 
wearing today. 

EMILY I’m wearing a black and red dress, the pattern of it is this 
very Victoriana style floral pattern with white cuffs, a white 
neckline which is sort of a Peter Pan style, black tights, 
brown boots. I do have thermals on as well, I’m not going to 
lie, because it’s winter. 



KATE And it’s freezing in the studio. But I have to say I mean 
there’ll be photos on the blog later so that people can 
actually see what you are sporting today, you are looking 
beautiful, but I am feeling pretty pleased with myself that 
our fashion blogger has chosen a dress with this really cool 
little collar on and I myself today am wearing a dress with a 
little collar on. I feel like I’m totally on trend for once. 

ROB You did discuss this I presume via Skype last night? 

KATE No, no, no, totally…  

ROB Kate likes wearing jumpers with embroidered pictures of 
cats on them most of the time. 

TRACEY That’s not a bad thing, that’s great. 

KATE Yes! 

ROB Well fine, all right I’ve been shouted down, no problem, 
fine. Well first things first anyway. In early December we 
were all very shocked and saddened here at Ouch to hear 
about the death of Australian comedian and disability 
activist, Stella Young, aged just 32, a very good friend of 
the show. Stella wrote for Ouch on a number of occasions, 
although she’ll probably be best remembered by most 
people for her amazingly sharp and witty TED Talk from 
last year on what she called inspiration porn and here’s a 
clip. 



 [Clip from TED Talk, April 2014, TEDxSydney: That 
quote, ‘the only disability in life is a bad attitude’, the 
reason that that’s bullshit is because it’s just not true. No 
amount of smiling at a flight of stairs has ever made it turn 
into a ramp. Never. You know, smiling at a television screen 
isn’t going to make closed captions appear for people who 
are deaf, no amount of standing in the middle of a bookshelf 
and radiating a positive attitude is going to turn all those 
books into braille, it’s just not going to happen.] 

ROB The amazing Stella Young, and regular listeners to the show 
will know that she was with us just in November just a 
couple of months ago. Now Tom, you knew Stella, can you 
tell us a little bit about her? 

TOM I met Stella back in 2001, she was about 20, she was 
nervous, she was just graduating as a teacher and from that 
sort of humble rural Australian beginning, she came from a 
small town called Stawell near Melbourne, she just grew 
and grew and grew. And over the years I knew her she did 
comedy, that’s true, but she also was the editor of the Ramp 
Up website for ABC, that’s the equivalent of Ouch really, 
but she did it brilliantly with pizazz, with political insight, 
with comedy, and she was really sexy, her clothes, her 
shoes, her smile. I was just thinking this morning, I had 
dinner with her a month ago, two weeks later she was dead. 
Nothing to do with her impairment as far as I know, people 
sometimes just drop dead, but it was a great loss because of 
her intellect, because of her humour, and because she had so 
much more to offer that we hadn’t seen yet. 

ROB The humble irony of the whole situation is that Stella put so 
much effort into wanting to tell the world that she was not in 
any way an inspiration but yet you as well as I think all of us 
can’t help but describe her as inspiring. Does this mean that 
we’ve kind of missed the point completely, would she be 



angry with us do you think? 

TOM No I don’t think so. What she resented and we all resent is 
when people are praised for doing tiny, tiny things. Doing 
nothing, you know, getting out of bed in the morning, oh 
you’re so marvellous, that’s what she resented. I don’t think 
she would have objected to people getting the credit that 
they were due. When people do great things, disabled 
people and others, we should praise them, it’s as simple as 
that. For her, inspiration porn is about when we say to other 
people look, look at this lovely disabled person, they’re 
doing so well, stop moaning, you could do even better. You 
know, this idea that we are poster children to inspire other 
children, she didn’t like that.  

KATE Well let’s hear from Stella again now. As we’ve been 
hearing she hated how people thought of her as marvellous 
for doing nothing special, but this was her on our show in 
November when Rob asked, is it really that harmful that 
someone who sees you on a train might find it inspiring. 

 [Clip, Ouch November 2014: Yes, it’s really annoying. And 
it is absolutely doing harm, it does harm to me as an 
individual because I’m constantly being reminded that 
nobody really expects anything of me and that expectation 
translates to other things. We have incredibly low rates of 
employment of people with disabilities in Australia, we 
have a very poor education system for students with 
disabilities who are not able to be in mainstream schools 
because of a lack of support. Like these things all feed into 
one another and if you have low expectations of a disabled 
person you’re not going to hire one to work for your 
company are you?] 



KATE Stella was undoubtedly a great role model and is going to be 
missed hugely by all of us. But Tom, you’ve been looking at 
less known noteworthy disabled geniuses for a BBC Radio 
Three programme this month. So what we’ve been doing is 
asking our followers who they’d consider to be their 
disability role model. Here are just a few of their responses. 

TRISHNA My disability role model is Stephanie Millward who is a 
Paralympic swimmer. I have MS myself, I was diagnosed 
six and a half years ago and sport has always been a huge 
part of my life. When I’m having a bad day with my MS and 
I think oh can I really make it out to, for example my Zumba 
class, can I really make it out to a hockey match and I think 
of her and I think of the training and the pain and anguish 
that she’s gone through to get to where she is and I think to 
myself, yes of course I can do it. 

STUART Ian Dury from Ian Dury and the Blockheads. He was a 
singer who, in childhood he had polio. At the time, the 
1970s, the dance was the pogo and he couldn’t get both legs 
off the ground so he had his own unique dancing style when 
he was singing of walking around his stick with his one 
good leg. One of the songs that I found most useful to me is 
the one, Spasticus Autisticus, it had the fortune to be banned 
which made it far more popular than it ever would have 
been, and it was a song that afterwards he said he actually 
expected it to be banned when he wrote it, he expected 
outrage and he went out there with pre-emptive anger. 

JANE The one for me that wins hands down is Francesca Martinez 
who’s a singer, comedian, she has cerebral palsy and who 
just is wonderful. I saw her in Morecambe a couple of years 
ago and for me it was a real challenge for me about hiding 
away and if anyone gets in her way she just, you know, tells 
people and is very clear, it’s their issue. It’s just built my 
confidence. 



KATE Thanks to listeners, Trishna, Stuart and Jane who we heard 
from there and everyone else who responded to us on 
Twitter. I think even my wife responded to that one saying 
that her role model was me. Thanks Hols. Throwing this 
open now, are role models important? Are they more 
important to disabled people? What do you think, Tracey? 

TRACEY I think they’re very important, I think it’s important that 
young people can see that there’s a route into work, that 
there’s a route into sport or the arts or whatever route they 
want to go, that they can actually achieve it, because then it 
helps their parents perhaps to be a little less afraid for them.  

KATE Tom, do you think that you’re a role model to some people? 

TOM It’s quite possible that somewhere in England there is 
somebody who admires me, so possibly yes, but what I try 
to do on disabledlives.blogspot.com was I’ve put 50 people 
there now, people with all sorts of impairments, people in all 
sorts of walks of life, the dwarf civil servant from ancient 
Egypt or the painter with intellectual disability or the 
politician or the scientist, to show that impairments don’t 
stop us doing things. Throughout human history and now 
more than ever people with a whole range of impairments 
are doing a whole range of different things really, really 
well. So we should stop thinking either we’re useless or if 
we’re non-disabled people that there’s no point in including 
disabled people.  

KATE And Emily, do you have a role model, a fashionista that you 
look up to? 

EMILY Well the person I’m thinking of is not exactly a fashionista 
but definitely in the creative arts and that person was Edgar 
Degas. He was a great impressionist painter and in his later 



life he suffered with retinopathy which made him lose his 
sight and he continued to paint up until his very late stages 
and then when he went completely blind he changed his 
medium and started to do statues. And he inspires me 
because even though during a time when it was so difficult 
to get into the arts anyway, when impressionism and all 
these other art movements were being criticised he 
continued to do what he loved even though he was losing 
his sight. And I think that’s really inspired me because at a 
time when there was no technology to help you, there was 
nothing like a voice over to tell you what colour something 
was, there was nothing like that, he still did what he loved. 
And it really shows you that nothing’s impossible and if you 
have a creative spirit you should allow yourself to indulge in 
that regardless of your disability. So he’s definitely a big 
role model for me.  

ROB And Tom, you’ve swerved away on this series on Radio 
Three from the more obvious contenders, the Stephen 
Hawkins’ etc of this world, and there’s a lot of people here 
who I must admit I’d never heard of before. Tell me a little 
bit, I hope I’m pronouncing this correctly, about Al-Ma’arri. 

TOM Al-Ma’arri was a 10th century Syrian poet. He was blind, he 
had smallpox at four years old. He memorised the whole of 
the canon of Arabic poetry of the time and contributed to it 
massively, but what I was very interested in about him was 
that he was such a free thinker. He was an atheist, he didn’t 
think Islam had the truth, he didn’t think any of the religions 
had the truth, he said look, reason, rationality is what you 
want. He was a vegetarian, a vegan in fact, he didn’t want to 
steal from the bees the honey, he said that was selfish. So he 
was a very interesting progressive thinker at the time of 
William the Conqueror. In England we were busy bashing 
each other’s heads up and the translations we have date from 
about the 1920s so they’re really archaic in their language 
and so it’s difficult to appreciate him. But his ideas are 



great.  

I also talk about a schizophrenic Brazilian artist called Artur 
Bispo do Rosario who did these amazing sculptures and 
constructions from a mental institution in Rio de Janeiro. He 
thought the world was about to end and that his job was to 
recreate it in all of these sculptures. He didn’t think of 
himself as an artist, he saw himself as a prophet.  

And my final person is a contemporary painter with cerebral 
palsy called Lucy Jones who’s an absolutely fantastic 
painter, bright colourful things like Derain or Matisse and 
she’s actually a very prominent painter but she doesn’t 
identify as disabled although her paintings more and more 
have this aspect of commenting on disability in them, and 
she’s succeeding in the mainstream. And I wanted to go 
with slightly obscure people, not the obvious, because I 
think it’s more interesting.  

ROB Well we’ve got links on our blog so people can listen to all 
of these essays that Tom’s been working on, on Disabled 
Geniuses on the BBC website. 

KATE Coming up later. 

 [playing music]  

KATE That’s Coco Butter by the learning disabled band, Fish 
Police. Seriously, you need to listen to the end to hear that 
track, it is awesome. We’ll be playing it in full at the end of 
the show.  



ROB You’re listening to Ouch, the disability talk show from the 
BBC with myself, Rob Crossan and Kate Monaghan. Still 
with us we’ve got the academic, Tom Shakespeare, fashion 
blogger, Emily Davison and Tracey Abbott from the 
Business Disability Forum. Staying with you, Tracey, in 
previous years we’ve always started the new year by 
looking at those hardy perennials, health, fitness, diet, life 
coaching etc, but this year we’re thinking more about 
employment and getting a job. Now the number of disabled 
people in employment in this country has remained at about 
50% for a couple of decades now. So in 2015 why as a 
country are we collectively choosing to push half the 
disabled population towards a life on benefits I suppose 
rather than finding solutions and giving them work? 

TRACEY Because it’s easier, in their mind it’s easier. You can ignore 
disabled people if you haven’t got them in the workplace.  

ROB Well how about people with intellectual disabilities? I mean 
previously it’s always been said that they can only do the 
three Fs. Maybe you can tell listeners what I mean by that.  

TRACEY Food, flowers and filth. I assume those are the three Fs 
you’re talking about. 

ROB Yes. What do you mean by food, flowers and filth? 

TRACEY Well in terms of they can be sandwich makers, they can be 
gardeners and they can be cleaners. 

ROB And so essentially obviously this seems notably unfair. 



TRACEY Yes. 

ROB But there are companies that are trying a little bit harder and 
being a little bit more innovative. People with Asperger’s 
being hired by computer software companies of late. Can 
you tell us a bit more about that?  

TRACEY Well SAP, which is a German software company have been 
using a company called Specialisterne to hire contract 
testers, they’re using people who’ve got Asperger’s, who are 
on the autistic spectrum, that tend to have pedantry as one of 
their main skills and that’s really, really useful when you’re 
testing software. So SAP have made great hay out of it, have 
made great capital out of it so they’ve looked good, they’ve 
got good PR which drives them on to good behaviour and 
recruiting more people with Autism, so it works well.  

ROB And tell me about the hospital as well in Norfolk, what 
project is this?  

TRACEY Well Norfolk and Norwich or Norwich and Norfolk, I’m 
never quite sure which way it is, University Hospital. 

TOM Norfolk and Norwich. 

TRACEY Ah, Norfolk and Norwich, thank you. 

ROB Thanks for that, Tom. 



TRACEY They run a Project SEARCH team where they take young 
individuals from the ages of 18 to 24, they take them in 
groups of 12, they teach them through systematic instruction 
for a period of nine months, so the school year, to work in 
different departments within the hospital. And I went up 
there to have a look at what they did and it’s absolutely 
amazing to see them, not inspirational but just amazing to 
see these individuals who want to work, who want to 
contribute, who want to get out of the house, who want to 
actually make friends in the workplace and have a different 
life and… 

ROB Explain a little bit more about what they actually do. 

TRACEY Well there’s a variety, to set it up is quite complex but once 
you’ve done the hard work it can run for years and years and 
years very well and what they’ve done is they’ve identified 
roles that have an element of systematic instruction, so 
repetitive work. 

ROB So give me an example of what that might be. 

TRACEY Post room, so somebody who’s collecting post every day 
and delivering it and sharing it out amongst the staff, so 
that’s something that’s replicable every day and you do it 
exactly the same way every day. So you follow the same 
route round the hospital, you follow the same methodology 
of collecting the post and delivering it. One of the things 
they’ve done which I think is really incredible is that 
they’ve taken individuals, trained them up on delivering 
operating theatre trays, so when a surgeon is actually 
conducting an operation he has to have certain kit for certain 
operations depending if he’s left handed, right handed, 
what’s happening to the patient, and they will have 
photographs of all of the equipment, they will then give the 
individual a list of the equipment that each operation needs, 



the individual then looks at the picture, looks at the piece of 
kit and says right, that’s the right piece of kit, puts it on the 
tray. Now with you or I we might get bored half way 
through or not be able to read something, but these 
individuals that have learning disabilities will often by so 
pedantic and so involved in what they do and enjoy it so 
much that they will actually put out a tray 100% accurate 
every time. 

ROB So the surgeon will always have the scalpel exactly where 
he would like it to be. 

TRACEY Absolutely, and often surgeons are now requesting these 
individuals for prep for their own operations. 

ROB What’s your take on this, Tom? 

TOM I think it’s great, I think we’re all different, whether we’ve 
got a disability or not and so to find a role that we both are 
good at but also feel good about is fantastic. And the 
problem is that I suppose that employers have always 
wanted sort of generic folks who might be okay, they won’t 
scare the horses and they’re frightened off disabled people 
who may have specific attitudes and who may be even better 
than anybody else at those. 

ROB I think a lot of people will be quite surprised, Tracey, that 
people with let’s say Down’s Syndrome, are even a little bit 
nervous that people are being employed to do these kind of 
tasks? 



TRACEY I was myself. I mean I’ll be honest with you, I’ve been 
down to GSK who also run Project SEARCH and they’ve 
got individuals working on their front desk with Down’s 
Syndrome, they have four and a half thousand people that 
go in and out of that office every single day and they’ve got 
one young lady called Alice at the moment who sits on the 
front desk and is a really good receptionist.  

ROB And sorry, just remind us what GSK is? 

TRACEY Oh sorry, GlaxoSmithKline.  

ROB Oh, the pharmaceutical company. 

TRACEY Yes, the pharmaceutical company. They obviously need a 
little bit more help in their PR and this has worked 
wonderfully for them, but it also means these individuals 
have found permanent jobs. 

ROB Does it feel tokenistic to you? 

TRACEY No. 

ROB Not at all? 

TRACEY No. 



ROB Because having somebody just on the reception desk, 
obviously that looks good image-wise but… 

TRACEY It’s fantastic, but for that individual she’s absolutely got 
pride in her job, she’s seen visibly so everybody who visits 
that office suddenly sees disability in a different light, they 
suddenly see potential. 

KATE And I assume they’re paid just the same as everybody else? 

TRACEY Oh they’re paid, absolutely yes. At some of the Project 
SEARCH’s they don’t pay them any salary because they’re 
actually on a school course, they’re doing a BTEC while 
they’re doing it but at the end of it, absolutely, they get full 
paid work. 

ROB Now I’m going to bring Emily in in a moment but I just 
wanted to ask you this, Tracey, because we often hear on the 
show from disabled people who tell us that they’re going 
down the standard route of filling in job applications, 
sending off their CVs and they get absolutely nowhere with 
that kind of process. So do you think people with disabilities 
need to adopt, let’s say more unconventional guerrilla 
tactics to get employed? 

TRACEY Absolutely! Absolutely they do. Networking’s a great way 
of doing it, building up your network on places like 
LinkedIn, when you’re going to events. If there are free 
events that are going on in your local area go along and 
meet people within the industry that you want to work and 
introduce yourself to them.  



ROB So it is a more holistic approach that works, and I want to 
bring you in here, Emily, because your blog is obviously 
something that you’re not getting paid for as far as I’m 
aware, but is that something where you feel once you 
graduate from Goldsmiths, where you’re currently studying 
English Literature is that right?  

EMILY Yes. 

ROB Do you think your blog is going to be a huge help in terms 
of you getting the job you want? 

EMILY I’d definitely say so, I mean with anyone who’s in the 
creative arts, I think especially something like writing I 
think having a blog is a really good platform because you 
can create a space that extends your personality, that you 
can write for a set of audiences, you can write whatever you 
want, they respond to you and it’s a really good way of 
showing employers that this is what you’ve been doing for 
the last few years, you’re committed, you know your subject 
of field, you get a good response from your readers and it’s 
just a very positive thing to use the internet and what’s 
available in a good way.  

I definitely hope that I can, after I graduate, get into a career 
in writing and I hope that my blog will be one way that I can 
do that by showing that I can write for a certain audience but 
also on different topics and make them accessible for people 
with disabilities. So I definitely hope so and one point that 
I’d like to add is one thing that people don’t know about me 
is that I love astronomy and I actually did study it at 
Greenwich Observatory. And there was a gentleman there 
who was a science writer and he said that the way he got his 
job writing for the ‘Telegraph’ was that he actually started a 
blog and it gave him a platform to write and that his 
employer saw it and during the interview he got the job 
based on his experience and his writing that he’d done. So 



it’s definitely a good way to go if you want to get into work.  

ROB And so much more impressive than simply stating on your 
CV, personal statement, ‘I have a passion for…’ a certain 
topic rather than have the evidence of a blog you’ve been 
updating weekly for two years, it’s always going to look 
better isn’t it? 

EMILY Exactly. 

KATE 

 

I mean echoing Stella Young’s thoughts actually Tracey, 
you’ve told us that many disabled people remain outside of 
employment because aspirations are too low. 

TRACEY Yes. 

KATE Tell us a bit more about that. 

TRACEY I’ve done a lot of work with schools and universities and 
with first time employers and it happens that a lot of parents 
are naturally really nervous for their children and their 
future. They’re scared they’re going to be bullied, they’re 
scared they’re not going to have opportunities, or that the 
employer doesn’t actually want them, and in a lot of 
instances parents will not encourage their children to step 
out of the comfort of the home environment.  

KATE That’s a bit controversial isn’t it? 



TRACEY It is. 

KATE But surely all parents want the best for their child? 

TRACEY All parents want their child to be as safe as they can be and 
happy. That doesn’t necessarily equate to them going out 
and getting a job.  

ROB You don’t think you can combine those two desires that a 
parent has? 

TRACEY  Well often you can’t because if you think about how society 
works we’re not welcoming of disabled people, I don’t care 
what people say, we’re not. The adjustments, if you look at 
the tube system, people getting on and off platforms, 
graduates, if you want to work in the City for you to actually 
get physically into the City as somebody with a physical 
disability is really difficult.  

KATE Tom, did you have low aspirations for your children? 

TOM No, not at all, but I think it’s a different generation. My 
father was a doctor and when he was young he studied 
science and my grandfather was very, very opposed to my 
father trying to be a doctor, he thought he’d fail, he didn’t 
want him to risk it. 

KATE Your father was disabled I assume? 



TOM My father was disabled, he had restricted growth like me 
and my children, and he fought to be a doctor and he 
succeeded. He was a very, very good doctor, but his father 
had not wanted him to do it. And when it came to my kids 
obviously I wanted to support them and I thought they could 
do anything, anything they chose. And of course all parents 
are protective, they want their children to be safe, they want 
them to succeed, and sometimes that leads to then over 
protection. The other aspect of that is that what we found 
when we did research is that many of the disabled people we 
spoke to, they had jobs but they were at the bottom of 
whatever industry or enterprise that they were employed in. 
They were the front office or they were the clerical back 
office or something like that and they’d said to themselves 
okay I’ve got a job, everybody knows me, I can do it, I’m 
going to stick here, I’m not going to risk it by trying for 
promotion, by going on training or whatever it might be. So 
I think it’s not just getting a job but it’s also having a career 
and progressing. 

KATE Do you see that, Tracey? Do you think disabled people 
themselves have too low aspirations of what they can 
achieve? 

TRACEY It happens, it happens all the time. One of the companies, 
Lloyds Bank, does a very good development programme for 
people with disabilities internally and it’s actually proved 
that the people who have gone through the course have 
come out and achieved more than their nondisabled 
colleagues. So with a little bit of investment you can have a 
much fitter, better, productive workforce. Why wouldn’t 
you do that? 

KATE Emily, did you feel like you had lower aspirations? When 
you were growing up did people think that you could 
achieve less than other people? 



EMILY I think that that can happen sometimes, I mean when I was 
first born and diagnosed the doctors didn’t know what the 
nature of my condition would be because it was so rare at 
the time and so little was known, so they said I might end up 
having certain learning difficulties, I might not be able to 
ride a bike, I might not be able to do this or that or this or 
that, and Mum really did want the best for me and she had 
high hopes for me and she hoped that things would progress.  

And as I grew up I did improve academically and my 
mobility was the only thing that held me back and I can see 
why you might have low aspirations if you’re not given the 
help you need and you feel like you’re at the bottom of the 
heap. I mean I didn’t but it’s just because of the nature of 
me as a person, but I can see where people would get the 
idea and I just think it’s about people getting the help they 
need and knowing what they can actually get and how they 
can actually get the help that they’re entitled to.  

KATE It’s the Ouch disability talk show from the BBC in London. 
Still to come is our quiz to see how much our panellists can 
remember about disability news from the last month, and 
there’s music from the learning disabled band, the Fish 
Police to play us out. Now, that is a real treat so stay tuned. 
Well let’s stay with you, Emily. You’re a 20 year old 
studying at Goldsmiths College in London where you’re 
also a student ambassador, but in your spare time you run 
the blog that we’ve been chatting about which is called 
Fashioneyesta which is fashion E-Y-E sta. See what you did 
there, nicely done, a blog about visually impaired people 
and fashion, along with videos and podcasts. So you give 
advice to visually impaired people about what to wear, is 
that right? 

EMILY Yeah, and I mean I also write about disability and fashion, 
that kind of thing. My blog’s all about promoting inclusion 
for people with disabilities, and particularly visual 
impairments to help them get into fashion and just to have 



fun with it and really enjoy it.  

ROB Now there is a kind of sartorial black hole here. I read a line 
on your website yesterday where you said that there is this 
perception of visually impaired and blind people as having 
kind of anoraks and wandering around in dark glasses. I 
think there is probably an element of truth to that, so is that 
something that kind of frustrates you in a way? 

EMILY It does. People often say to me you don’t look blind or you 
don’t look visually impaired and I just think that I don’t 
understand why they feel the need to stereotype sight loss in 
terms of visual aspects and you know… 

ROB What they’re really saying is you look great. It would be 
nicer if they said that wouldn’t it, rather than you don’t look 
that blind? 

EMILY Yes, I just wish they’d say that or I like your dress, I’d find 
that a bit more comforting than you don’t look blind because 
that just makes me feel sorry for my brethren to be honest, it 
just gets on my nerves sometimes.  

KATE I mean my co-host here is visually impaired, he is sporting 
today what I’d say is a post-Christmas beard. 

ROB I’ve had this beard long before Santa came down the 
chimney! 

KATE With a pair of jeans that seem quite nice and a fairly good 
leather jacket. Do you have any advice for Mr Crossan 



today? 

EMILY I’d only say do you feel comfortable and confident with 
what you’re wearing? 

ROB Of course not. I mean yes, absolutely. Come on, that’s a 
trick question. I believe I’ve figured out over the last 35 
years a style that moderately works for me and I’m very 
aware of what can happen to a man when he gets to my age 
in terms of, with apologies to Tom who’s already told me 
what he’s wearing today, I don’t want to be the man wearing 
a fleece. I just don’t, I just think it’s a sign of age.  

KATE No offence to Tom there with his endurable Norfolk fleece. 

ROB Sorry Tom.  

TOM I’m wearing a fleece and a Puffa jacket and I live in the 
country. It’s appropriate. 

ROB But yes, it is a difficult one, and I mean this idea that if you 
are visually impaired or blind you’re almost certainly going 
to have, I don’t know, food stains or trousers that don’t fit. 
This is stuff that can be quite easily resolved, I mean do you 
think this is something where you can claim victory in a 
way through your blog? 

EMILY I definitely would hope so. I have a lot of people when I’ve 
done videos and talking about it people are like yes, I get 
this too! And it’s kind of like I’ve had lots of people 
comment and give me positive feedback, so I definitely 
hope that I’ve won a small victory and that I’ve proved a 



point that I am an example of someone who is visually 
impaired but still likes fashion and there are other people out 
there like me so you need to stop these ideas that you have 
in your head. So I definitely hope that I’ve been able to do 
that in some way. 

KATE Where do you start when somebody comes to you asking for 
advice? What are the starting points? 

EMILY I think aside from things like age, budget, personality, all 
those kind  of things, it’s really important that a person 
knows their body shape and when people have said to me I 
need help, I’m going out for this event and I don’t know 
what to wear I say… 

KATE We’re obviously talking about visually impaired people here 
aren’t we? 

EMILY Yes, and they say to me I don’t know what to wear, and I 
say what’s your body shape, and they have no idea because 
these are just concepts that they’re not too sure about and I 
think that’s the most important thing that you get advice and 
that you know what your body shape is so you can dress for 
it. 

KATE Why don’t people know what their body shape is? Isn’t that 
something that kind of you grow up knowing? 

EMILY Your body shape changes for one, through puberty, if you 
put on weight, you always need to keep tabs on it and of 
course your height will change as well so your build’s 



always going to change.  

KATE So when we’re talking about body type are we talking about 
the pear shape, the apple shape, all of that kind of stuff? 

EMILY Yes.  

KATE So how do you find out what shape you are? 

EMILY I think the important thing is to see where you put on weight 
first is one of the biggest things, because if you find out 
where you put on weight first it will give an indication of 
what sort of shape you are. So if you put on weight on your 
lower area or around your bottom that’s an indication that 
you’re a pear shape, if it’s your tummy then you’re an apple 
shape. If you put it on kind of evenly then that’s probably 
indicating you’re an hourglass. If you don’t tend to put 
weight on on any particular area or anywhere really then 
that might indicate you’re an athletic or boyish shape as it’s 
known. If you’ve got quite broad shoulders then you might 
be top heavy, those kind of things. So I think putting on 
weight first is a big indication but also seeing what your 
measurements are to see what part of your body is bigger to 
know what clothes are going to suit you and what aren’t 
necessarily going to suit you.  

KATE Tracey, do you have a favourite item of clothing that you 
reach for when it’s sort of a big day? 

TRACEY I do. Oh, it’s always my corset. 



KATE Oh lovely, a corset. 

ROB Well we weren’t expecting that! 

TRACEY Well if it’s a big day I mean a corset you’re talking about 
body shape. There’s nothing nicer I think on the female 
form than actually seeing a corset when it’s cinched really 
well.  

KATE Although I hate the way that we always have to have things 
that hold us in and hold us up and make us taller and make 
us thinner. I have to say my favourite item is a comfy 
hoody. 

ROB It’s your onesie isn’t it? 

KATE Yeah, if I could go out in it I would.  

ROB We could not have two more polar opposite answers could 
we? 

KATE Yes. Tom, what’s your favourite item of clothing? 

TOM I’ve got a very nice pinstripe suit which I like very much, it 
makes me feel very sharp and confident. I’d like to say a 
word for colour though. One of the best things I did some 
years ago was to go and get my colours done, and I mean 
I’m a bloke and so it’s obviously a little bit more difficult to 
work out what to wear and so forth, but by knowing what 
colours suited me it really helped me in shops because I 



found shops very intimidating, fashion assistants really 
aren’t keen to help disabled people and I knew not to wear 
yellow or whatever it might be. 

KATE That’s something that my mum would say or my auntie 
would say, I’m very surprised to hear you saying that, Tom, 
getting your colours done.  

TOM I would advise it to any man or woman who wants to 
improve their confidence. Some people have got instinctive 
knowledge of what works for them, other people just stick 
to the safety, they stick to the grey or the blue or whatever 
because it’s safe, but if you suddenly realise that shocking 
pink works for you, as it does for me, then you’ve got many 
more choices. 

KATE As a wheelchair user and a person of restricted growth what 
issues do you have with clothing?  

TOM Well we were talking about jackets. Yes, if you want to 
wear a jacket and wheel around it often gets tangled so I’ve 
gone for a lot of waistcoats, I’ve put a lot of effort into 
those, into wearing nice ties and so forth. Trousers tend to 
ride up at the back, you need a bit of a longer trouser; these 
are the sorts of problems. And also for a bloke you have a 
limited range of things you can do to look good and when 
you’re a bloke in a wheelchair it’s even more limited but 
you can still do it. I was at a wedding where all the guys 
were wearing these wonderful waistcoats and fine shirts and 
cravats and they just looked as good as you could expect 
and hope for. 

ROB Well Tom does seem to be very natty and dapper and I’m 
really starting to feel even more guilty about mentioning the 
fleece again now, but I just wanted to ask you, Emily, is 



there anything that springs to mind as like the worst fashion 
mistake you’ve ever seen a blind or visually impaired 
person commit? 

EMILY Oh God. I mean I think the only thing that really bugs me is 
an anorak. I mean if it’s a nice Cath Kidston anorak for 
example I will wave that past, I’ll be like yeah that’s fine, 
but I think for me it’s wearing really baggy over shaped 
anoraks that do nothing for you and are either like a really 
dowdy faded blue or some sort of fluorescent colour. And I 
know people have to wear fluorescent when they’re visually 
impaired like little bands or something like that which of 
course I do, I have little pink ones, I look like I’m going to  
a rave. But I think that is the only thing I’d say, I think 
anything else, everyone makes mistakes in fashion and 
everyone’s going to have faux pas so I think we’re all 
human so I don’t really say much about mistakes that people 
make but I think the anorak thing is the only thing that does 
bug me.  

KATE I don’t really understand, why do visually impaired people 
need to wear fluorescent things on them? 

EMILY It’s just got like brightness. I think obviously to be seen at 
night, especially if you’ve got a guide dog, people 
sometimes have to wear the, I don’t know what they’re 
called but these things that go over your body like a 
fluorescent band. And some people choose to wear the little 
ones like I do and they’re discrete and you can put them on 
and then just take them off and put them in your bag and 
that’s the safety. But there’s no need to wear a big 
fluorescent jacket or anything like that, there are other 
alternatives that are a bit easier to wear and you don’t have 
to stick out like a sore thumb and that will still make you 
safe and still make it easier for you to mobilise and it’s just 
about knowing where to find them really.  



KATE So on the front page of Fashioneyesta at the moment you’ve 
got a video with a very poetic explanation of fashion in a 
non-visual sense. This is what you say. “Fashion is the smell 
of my Jimmy Choo perfume in the morning, the touch of 
warmth that my favourite cosy knit gives me. Fashion is the 
sound of confidence in my highest pair of heeled shoes, the 
smell of a leather jacket, the feel of embroidered broaches, 
the way a dress almost lifts me as I twirl around. It’s 
tangible.” So does fashion mean that much to you?  

EMILY It does because it’s an extension of my personality and it’s 
my own personal language that I choose to use when I go 
out in the world and it’s confidence to me and I think 
confidence is really important in life for anything, you 
know, as we’ve been talking about getting a job or whatever 
and it’s such a key aspect to living. So it’s definitely really 
important to me because it makes me feel better about 
myself, so I think yes, it’s a very personal thing to 
everybody.  

KATE And do you think the way that you sort of phrase that helps 
visually impaired people understand it in a non-visual way? 

EMILY Yes, I mean I think there’s so much more to fashion than 
just sight and that’s what I wanted to communicate, that you 
can hear things with fashion, you can feel them, you can 
even smell them and it’s very poetic in that sense and you 
can get an understanding of what you may look like and 
how you may feel through that.  

ROB So there are no excuses, put that shapeless blue anorak 
away.  

 



EMILY Just burn it, please go and burn it! 

ROB Stuff it behind a radiator. Thank you so much for that, 
Emily, we’re going to keep you with us. We’ve also still got 
Tracey and Tom with us because we’re going to do our 
monthly quiz where you can see what you remember from 
the last month in disability news. So do just shout out the 
answer whenever you can and I will promptly forget who 
got it right and then just make up a winner at the end. That’s 
how it’s worked, I see no problem in breaking the system.  

So first a story which was widely reported and talked about. 
Socialist with royal connections, Tara Palmer Tomkinson, 
she was arrested at Heathrow Airport in December for 
struggling shall we say to control her behaviour after being 
told that she couldn’t enter a first class lounge with a 
business class ticket. Now, earlier last year she told the press 
that she had been diagnosed with a particular disability. 
What is it? Anybody, just shout it out. Anyone? Tom? No 
guesses? Emily?  

EMILY No. 

ROB No guesses? The answer was anxiety and autism. And she’s 
spoken about the experience and extreme anxiety and said 
earlier this year that her psychologist has diagnosed her as 
being on the autistic spectrum. She was arrested by eight, 
count them, eight armed officers after becoming rather 
angry during a panic attack. So none of you even bothered 
hesitating a guess, so I’m going to need a little bit more 
interaction from Kate for the next question.  

KATE Well I mean she does get a bad time in the press doesn’t she, 
poor old Tara. 



ROB What does she actually do? 

KATE She goes to parties. 

TRACEY She’s an it girl isn’t she, yes. 

ROB But that’s not a job is it? 

TRACEY She entertains us vicariously through the newspapers 

ROB  Speak for yourself. She does not entertain me.  

KATE But I mean she does have an anxiety problem and she 
suffered a panic attack. Eight armed officers for a panic 
attack? 

ROB Yes, that sounds like it would accentuate any panic attack I 
would have thought. That seems somewhat over the top. 

KATE It certainly does. Tom, what do you think? 

TOM I don’t think about Tara Palmer Tomkinson, please. 

KATE Okay, fair dos.  



ROB I’m loving the interactive nature of this quiz. No, no 
guesses, no don’t like them, carry on.  

TOM I disapprove. 

KATE Why did East Sussex Council threaten to take a one hundred 
year old deaf and blind woman to court on Christmas Eve? 

TRACEY Oh God! 

KATE I mean talk about the Grinch of this time of year. 

TOM Had she not paid her bedroom tax? 

EMILY Oh so very close, Tom. Any other guesses?  

EMILY Not paid her rent? 

KATE Close again.  

TRACEY Council Tax. 

KATE No. She’s a hundred and deaf and blind, where might she 
live? 



TRACEY Oh, in Chelsea. Chelsea Barracks things? Chelsea 
Pensioners? No? 

KATE No, she apparently had an outstanding care home bill of 
£9,000. The great grandmother did get a reprieve however 
when local MP, Norman Baker, demanded that the council 
withdraw the court threat and work with Mrs Davies’ 
relatives to iron matters out sensibly.  

ROB That’s a diplomatic way of saying pay up isn’t it I think, but 
hey ho. 

KATE I think leave her alone and don’t throw her out on Christmas 
Eve I think is what the MP was trying to find there.  

ROB And that is what came to pass, I believe that she was, and 
she still is there. Let’s hope she is anyway. So did anyone 
get that one right? No, no one did, did they? Right okay. 

KATE Tom came close. 

ROB Tom came close but it’s still a dour nil, nil, nil draw 
between the three of you. Third question. This story proved 
controversial in the tabloids and talk shows. What did EU 
courts recently decide could constitute a disability in certain 
circumstances? 

TOM Obesity. 



TRACEY Obesity, yeah.  

ROB I’m going to give it to Tom, he got there just in the nick of 
time. The European Court of Justice was asked to consider 
the case of a male child minder in Denmark who says he 
was sacked for being too fat. The court said that if obesity 
could hinder, and I’m quoting here, ‘full and effective 
participation’, unquote, at work then it could count as a 
disability. Judges said that obesity in itself was not a 
disability but if a person had a long term impairment 
because of their obesity then they would be protected by 
disability legislation. Got it? 

KATE Tracey, what do you think? Obesity stopping somebody 
working? 

TRACEY No, no, no, no, no. Just go on a diet, exercise, do something. 
No, come on, if you need some help go to a doctor, go to a 
club, there’s lots of people that can help you, it doesn’t 
count as a disability.  

KATE Do we not need to be a bit more compassionate as a society? 

TRACEY No. 

KATE I think if you’ve got a weight issue it’s easier to change. I’m 
not generalising because I know there are cases where it’s 
not as easy, but if you can change it then you should do so, 
but if you’re born with it or you’ve developed it and there’s 
nothing you can do about it that’s how it is and I think there 
does need to be a bit more help for people who have got 



weight issues. 

TOM If you can do the job that you’re meant to be doing then you 
should be allowed to do it, whether you’re big or not. So if 
your obesity stops you doing things and you’re not able 
therefore functionally to perform a job then you can’t do it, 
but if you can do the job and you just happen to be obese 
you shouldn’t be discriminated against. And employers are 
very prejudiced against big people so I do think there is an 
issue here, it’s a complex one but I don’t think we should 
just dismiss it.  

KATE Can you see why it caused so much uproar in the press? 

TOM Because the tabloids love political correctness stories and of 
course if you think of it in a very crude way, oh look, you 
know, fat people have got to have every right, they have to 
have big chairs and all the rest of it then you could see that it 
could get into an extreme of inappropriateness. But I don’t 
think that is what’s at stake, the question is are we going to 
discriminate against people just because of their body size 
and I don’t think we should.  

KATE Tracey, what do you think? Do you think it’s okay to 
discriminate against somebody? 

TRACEY Nobody should discriminate but the whole point is that 
we’re saying open it up for everybody, make it even for 
everybody, but there’s so many people that have, I’m going 
to say real impairments. If you’ve got a visual impairment 
you have a lot more struggle against it than if you’re fat. 



KATE Real impairments? 

TRACEY Real impairments, yes. I’m sorry. 

ROB So what you’re saying is obesity is a self-induced 
impairment? 

TRACEY It’s what you’ve done to yourself, it is. It’s the same as 
you’re not covered if you’re a drug addict. If you’re talking 
about Tara Parker… I can’t say her name, the it girl, she’s 
not covered under the disability, the equality act because she 
had a drug problem but she is covered for what the results of 
having that drug problem has given her.  

ROB So if you ended up in a wheelchair after a skiing accident 
would you also call that a self-induced disability? 

TRACEY Yes you would, yes. 

ROB So would you have any less sympathy? 

TRACEY Well yes you would, it’s something, your leg gets better, 
you get over it, you get out of your wheelchair, you carry on 
your life as normal. 

KATE What about diabetes? 



TRACEY Well I’m diabetic. I don’t expect people to make 
adjustments for me, I get on with my life, I manage it, I 
control it, I manage my diet and I manage the food. 

TOM With respect, if you had to take time out of work to check 
your insulin levels or to have an injection you’d expect that 
so you’d expect reasonable accommodation?  

TRACEY You have reasonable adjustment leave, absolutely you do. 

TOM So people are taking into account? 

TRACEY What? 

TOM Well they’re taking into account your health condition. You 
said you just want to be treated like everybody else. You do, 
but you also want reasonable adaptation.  

TRACEY But I do everything I can to make sure I’m in a fit and 
positive body and mind to actually go to work and do a job 
of work. There are other people that have impairments that 
need far more help than people that are fat. 

KATE So what is reasonable adjustment leave? What’s that? 

TRACEY Reasonable adjustment leave is one of those things not 
many people actually know about or use it correctly, but you 
have, if you’re working for a company and they’re not able 
to make the adjustments straight off, say you need some 
specific software that hasn’t been installed, you are entitled 



to stay home on full pay until they’ve got the adjustments 
done.  

KATE Is that a legal thing? 

TRACEY It is a legal thing and it’s outside of sick leave and it’s 
outside of holiday. I mean Tom, as you mentioned, if I go 
for a diabetic retinal screening which I’ve got tomorrow I 
actually get time off. I’m not ill and I’m not on holiday, and 
the company gives me that time.  

ROB Well what I can say at the end of this is that the scores are 
still so low that I’ve actually managed to keep track of them 
for this month. So yes, I’m going to say that Tracey has nil, 
Emily has nil and Tom is soaring ahead with a mighty one. 
So the final question. Kate? 

KATE So why did actress, Kiruna Stamell who has restricted 
growth sue the Post Office for disability discrimination? 

TRACEY Couldn’t reach a counter? 

KATE Very close, Tracey. 

TOM She couldn’t reach the little thing for putting in your credit 
card, for payment. The payment machine was it? 

KATE That’s right, she couldn’t reach the chip and pin card 
payment machines because they were positioned out of her 
reach on a tall counter. The Post Office thanked Ms Stamell 



for bringing the issue to its attention and has put flexible 
leads on the machines across the United Kingdom so people 
no longer have to climb on a stool to reach them if they’re in 
a wheelchair or if they’re shorter than average. I don’t know 
how you climb on a stool if you’re in a wheelchair anyway 
to reach a chip and pin machine.  

ROB It would seem challenging, yes. 

KATE Tom, is this something that you’ve had to battle against?  

TOM Yeah. Often people say oh, they stretch it down and there’s 
a lot of kerfuffle, it draws a lot of attention to it, so 
hopefully yes, progressive outfits all have long cables for 
their pieces of computer. 

KATE Are shops accessible for you, Emily? 

EMILY Some are, some aren’t. I think the time of the month they 
always change their shop around that’s when it’s an issue 
because they make it a different layout and it does not 
become accessible and it becomes more difficult to navigate 
around.  

ROB What about chip and pin machines? Do you find them easy? 

EMILY Oh God, they’re the nightmare of shopping, especially when 
there’s a big queue behind you and you’re having to try and 
find the right keys and tap in the number and the shop 
assistant’s just standing there staring at you, it becomes very 



difficult. 

ROB Contactless is helping. But I think you can only spend a 
maximum of £20 can’t you? 

EMILY Yeah. 

KATE Aren’t chip and pin machines not quite standard so it’s quite 
easy to know what buttons to press? 

TRACEY Well, you mentioned the Royal Mail earlier, originally when 
they did the chip and pin things they didn’t put the five, 
there’s always a dot on the five on your keyboard so you can 
orientate your fingers, and they actually hadn’t put that on 
any of their machines so they installed everything, they had 
somebody who was visually impaired go in and do 
something very much like your last article and they had to 
go round and change them all completely to put the five dot 
in.  

KATE Wow. 

ROB People, people, Royal Mail, come on. 

KATE Are they not standardised, the chip and pins? 

EMILY Some of them have different sort of button sizes and button 
textures if that makes sense and some of them bleep, some 
of them don’t bleep, and the other thing is when you’re in a 
rush or when there’s a queue it’s difficult but when people 



are going, “Oh lovely guide dog, I want to stroke this dog,” 
and pull your hand away from the chip and pin that’s when 
it becomes an issue.  

ROB Well I remember being in a pub years ago with our 
producer, Damon, and a woman came along and she 
probably spent about five minutes talking to the dog and 
completely ignored Damon and he seemed to be utterly 
okay with it but I was seething.  

KATE Well Becket is more important than Damon.  

ROB That is true, yeah. Without Becket Damon would be 
nothing.  

KATE Interesting, yes for sure. Well that’s it for this edition… 

ROB Whoa, hang on a minute, the winner is Tom who has 
thrashed the two females in the room here, so all the way 
from Norwich a two nil victory, a two nil, nil victory should 
I say. We are not a materialistic show so you win nothing 
but our best wishes, but thank you very much, Tom, and 
congratulations, may it stay with you always. 

TOM And let’s hope Norwich City can emulate this great score. 

ROB Indeed. Look, Ouch just wouldn’t be Ouch without a 
mention of Norwich City, so I’m glad we’ve ticked that box. 



KATE So thank you to Tom, to Tracey and to Emily and that’s it 
for this edition. Thanks also go to Emma Tracey, Kathleen 
Hawkins and studio manager, Simon Hancock. The 
producer is Damon Rose. 

ROB And if you want to get in touch with us go to our blog, 
bbc.co.uk/ouch where you’ll find our email address, 
Facebook and Twitter details, and also this month welcome 
along to listeners in Canada on AMI Radio where you can 
hear us at various times during your weekend. We’re very 
keen to hear from you too, welcome aboard. 

KATE Hello Canada. Music this month is by one of our favourite 
disabled bands, the Fish Police. The funky trio which has 
two members with learning disabilities and one without first 
captured our imagination with quirky numbers like Fish 
Water and Chicken Nuggets and have been guests on the 
show.  

ROB And this track is about the band’s love of what else but 
moisturising cream and one particular variety is their 
favourite and this is taken from their album, ‘The Marzipan 
Transformations’ released the year before last. 

KATE We’re playing it now because they’ve made a video to go 
with the song, it features street dancers, disabled and not and 
it has sign language interpretation too. You can find a link to 
the video on our blog. 

ROB So thanks to all of our guests. Here it is, the Fish Police with 
Cocoa Butter. Until next month, goodbye. 



KATE Goodbye.  

[playing music] 

 


