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BLIND CITIZENS AUSTRALIA PARENT NEWS – November 2011
We’re all a little pooped here at the National Office after a very successful and very busy National Convention! Missed the proceedings? Read below about how to get your hot little hands on the audio content! This edition includes a feature about children and pets, the ins-and-outs of audio description and some great links to juicy tid-bits of information, including our draft employment policy suite. Enjoy!
A Mum’s Eye View of Pets for Blind Children
Contributor: Julie Chaplin

I have always had pets as an integral part of my life. As a blind child I enjoyed the same sorts of special times with animals that my young sighted children now enjoy.  Over time I have also grown to appreciate the sense of achievement that all children can gain from the responsibility of looking after their pets on a daily basis. I hope that my experience will help to guide you when considering animal additions to your family.

Dogs

I grew up with dogs and have had dog guides since leaving home. It's important to point out that the choice of a suitable pet is not solely about breed. My most suitable and unsuitable family pets were labradors - very, very different natured labradors.

Lydia was enthusiastic and packed with personality. She loved to rush around, wildly wagging her whole rear end, preferably with a sock in her mouth. She was a fantastic companion through the hustle and bustle of uni life - nothing fazed her and we had wonderful adventures. However, when we had our first baby, I chose to re-home Lydia, then aged 12, to live on acreage with my parents. I didn't want the worry that she'd accidentally injure my baby during one of her frolics. Also, at the end of long and no doubt exhausting days I had seen her quietly growl at someone who disturbed her rest time. She was a fantastic dog, but not an ideal pet for young inquisitive children.

Heather, a childhood pet, was also not suited to the often intense attention of little ones. She was very timid and would run and hide the minute we hopped off the school bus.

Wags (named in the pre-Wiggles era) was a dream family pet. He was quiet and well-trained, yet full of personality. He was clever, loyal and loved all the attention we could lavish on him. I remember taking him for rides in the wheelbarrow, swimming with him at the beach and cuddling him in our tent. As I grew, the job of feeding him fell to me. Over time I taught him to find the food bowls and bring them to me. In fact he became so competent that he would carry his bowl around all day, just in case of an early meal.

Cats

All of our cats have come from animal rescue agencies. Our criteria for a pet feline has always been foremost a cat who is friendly and happy to be handled. To this end, we have taken the whole family, including dog guides, to meet potential adoptees. We look for cats that approach us and stay calm when passed between the children. Of course nearly all cats will scratch as a final resort, but good-natured cats have helped our children learn to be gentle, playful and respectful. In our house, a collar with a bell is essential for tracking animals. Although dry food is available all day, meat is only fed at night. This ensures that cats are keen to come when called!
Birds

My first pet birds were my gorgeous bantam hens. My grandmother’s poor, pampered chooks walked with me on leads and harnesses, were wheeled in carts or carried on long walks in specially made baskets.  They were friendly, yet hardy, and have been a wonderful choice for my two little boys who have continued pampering with pram rides and snuggling their feathery friends in towels.

However, a negative bantam experience has shaped one of my strongest animal resolutions.  When I was about ten, I was kneeling in the cage cooing to my beloved Toska when a bantam rooster flew up and attacked my face. I didn't see it coming and didn't have a chance at defence. The scratches were nothing compared to the shock.  Now, we have unintentionally acquired a rooster that grew from a supposed "hen" chick.  He is a silly but lovable little bird who amuses us all with his brainless antics. Even so, at any sign of aggression he will be re-homed to greener pastures. Safety is paramount.

In my teens I had Burtle the budgie as a pet. He was given to me as a chick in order for me to handle and quieten him. Even so, when I cleaned his cage I always removed him in a room with the door closed.  Retrieving him was so much easier that way. I have heard many stories of children, and blind children in particular, accidentally letting small birds fly away while opening the door of their cage.

Some Final Tips

· Choose your animal wisely. Find an animal with a stable and friendly temperament, one that is happy to be handled and occasionally mishandled.  Some animals are tamer if raised from infancy, others are more manageable if acquired when older.
· At least initially, set up an enclosed space that makes it easy for children to catch and track their pet.  This will increase confidence and independence.
· Encourage children to handle and even train their pet. Teach them to feel for signs that an animal may be unhappy or unwell.
· Set up the environment to encourage children to learn to care for their pet.  We keep food in bins near where animals are fed, using various scoops to measure the correct amounts.  Children can learn a system for wiping, bagging, sweeping, raking or shovelling up messes. Hands (perhaps from inside a plastic bag) or feet give lots of information about what is happening, and can easily be cleaned with a decent dose of antiseptic soap.

What is Audio Description?

Audio description (AD) is a process that allows the visual elements of a movie, DVD, TV show or performance to be described audibly during natural pauses in dialogue. Descriptions of visual elements can include scenery, settings, actions, facial expressions and costumes. Audio description can be either closed or open - Closed AD allows a person to listen in through headphones in a private manner while still allowing their sighted peers access to the same content without description, while Open AD allows the description to be heard by everyone.

BCA has been lobbying for a technical trial of audio description on television on ABC1. In addition, we have worked very closely with the four major cinema chains (Greater Union, Hoyts, Village and Readings) to ensure that more cinemas with audio description continue to be rolled out across Australia. To find out where your nearest cinema with AD is located, visit www.yourlocalcinema.com.au 
So why all the fuss? AD means that young children and people of all ages who are blind or vision impaired can share the same experiences as their friends and family. This can also have positive implications for children’s education in the future – with the greater availability of AD, there is more incentive to ensure that educational audio visual material is accessible! 

AD ideas to keep big and little kids happy
Trying to figure out how to keep you and your family entertained? There are many animated audio described DVDs that you can rent or purchase at any local DVD store, such as Brother Bear, Chicken Little, Cloudy With a Chance of Meatballs, Coraline, Despicable Me, Diary of a Wimpy Kid 1 and 2, Fantastic Mr Fox, How to Train Your Dragon, Ice Age 3, The Incredibles, Jungle Book 2, Shrek Forever After, Simpsons Movie, Wall-E and much more!! To check out what’s available visit www.mediaaccess.org.au/dvds/dvd_database and select by category which includes action, drama, family, romantic comedies, thrillers and much more!
BCA Draft Employment Policy Suite – tell us what you think!
With the unemployment rate of people who are blind or vision impaired at 63%, BCA is concerned about the opportunities and work experience available to young people and job seekers of all ages. Tell us what you think about this draft six part policy suite and how it could be improved. Comments close 30 November so send these in to jessica.zammit@bca.org.au or pass on your feedback to the National Office. The parts of the policy are:

Part 1: Recruitment
Part 2: Transitioning to work and making your way up the career ladder
Part 3: Strategies that enable a person who is blind or vision impaired to be an effective employee
Part 4: Disability Employment Service providers
Part 5: The Australian Public Service as an employer and 

Part 6: The role of the Australian Government in meeting its national and international obligations

Heard of NVDA?
NonVisual Desktop Access (NVDA) is a free and open source screen reader for the Windows operating system. It provides feedback via synthetic speech and Braille and most importantly, is FREE. Major features include support for popular applications including web browsers, email clients, internet chat programs and office suites, support for over 20 languages and the ability to run entirely from a USB drive with no installation. 
NVDA has been developed by NV Access through the hard work of Michael Curran and James Teh, two young people who are blind. NV Access has been recognised by a number of awards and has most recently been awarded the Community Organisation – Disability Organisation Award in Qld. NV Access has also featured on the ABC’s New Inventors. To learn more visit www.nvda-project.org. 

Attention: Young people with disabilities across Australia
Source: Youth Disability Advocacy Service

Do you have a passion for issues you and other young people with disabilities face? Do you want to be a voice and make change on a national level? Come and join the Youth Disability Advocacy National (YDAN) network! YDAN is a collective of young people with disabilities between the ages of 12-25 across Australia. The purpose of the network is to advocate for youth with disabilities on a national level. YDAN is a new initiative supported by the Youth Disability Advocacy Service which is part of the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria and the Australian Youth Affairs Coalition which is funded by the Federal Government.

YDAN are seeking young people with disabilities from all over the country to join the discussion group on Facebook and see this as a great opportunity to make new friends. Visit: www.facebook.com/groups/125416387554300/ to join. For more info, contact Madeleine Sobb (YDAN Coordinator) at ydasmaddie@yacvic.org.au or 1300 727 176 (fixed-toll number). 
Missed our National Convention?

Our National Convention, held on 15-16 October 2011 in Adelaide, included a dynamic program, with sessions about the bionic eye and how to build your own resilience. The convention also included sessions which explored how to prepare for an emergency, using products straight out of the box and accessible media. Our convention was formally opened by the Hon Kate Ellis MP, Minister for Employment Participation and Childcare; Minister for the Status of Women, with our keynote presented by Maryanne Diamond, President, World Blind Union. And for those Q&A buffs out there, the final session on the NDIS, chaired by our very own Graeme Innes, Disability Discrimination Commissioner, was no holds barred! 
Didn’t get a chance to attend or listen to convention? People are welcome to contact our National Office to request an audio CD of specific sessions. MP3 files will also be shortly uploaded on to our website, so stay tuned!!
Children’s Audio Theatre

The Children’s Audio Theatre is an initiative of the Kiama’s Lions Club who saw a need for entertainment that is accessible to children who are blind or vision impaired. 

The fully dramatised CDs with music and sound effects include The Adventures of Pinocchio, The Story of Dr Dolittle, The Adventures of Blinky Bill and Five Short Stories which includes Beauty and the Beast, Hansel and Gretel and more. CDs can be purchased for $14.95 per CD plus postage, with additional resources available to support each recording on their website at no additional cost. The CDs are currently being promoted by Vision Australia and are being played on many community radio and RPH stations in every state in Australia. Want to learn more? Visit 
www.childrens-audio-theatre.org.au 
FREE Extra Large Print Calendars

Guide Dogs NSW/ACT would like to offer all people with a vision impairment who are members of Blind Citizens Australia and are living in NSW or the ACT a free 2012 extra large print calendar.  Please contact Guide Dogs on 02 9412 9300 to request your free calendar

Get the word out!

Do you know of a parent, visiting teacher, aide, government department or individual who should be receiving Parent News? Ask them to call us and we’ll make sure that they are on the receiving end of this publication! We are happy to provide Parent News in standard print, email, on audio CD, as a data CD or in Braille. 
Contact us

Ross House, Level 3, 247-251 
Flinders Lane, Melbourne Vic 3000

Phone: 1800 033 660   Fax: (03) 9650 3200
Email: bca@bca.org.au 
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