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Introduction
Firstly, I would like to provide some background on myself and my eye condition. I was a regular girl, growing up in a regular town and attending a regular high school. With my Dad being in the Navy, we moved to Plymouth in the UK towards the end of 1981 (year 8 for me) and I went from being a regular girl, living in a regular town and attending a regular high school to being “that girl from “down Under, living in a relatively large city and attending “Notre Dame Comprehensive School for Girls”! There was nothing regular about any of that! I had worn glasses since the age of 5 due to myopia (short sightedness) and was constantly being scolded for not wearing my glasses (as many 14 year olds are). I started having difficulty with games such as rounders, (a similar game to softball) and picking up small items such as leggo. I could not see in the dark however assumed that nobody could because... it was dark. On our return to Australia at the end of 1982, I was having my usual optometry visit for my myopia when Mum happened to mention these other issues. So I had my fields checked and there were immediate concerns. Well, after too many tests to mention and several diagnoses, it was determined that I had rod/cone dystrophy which is a form of retinitis pigmentosa. I was now in year 10. By the April in the following year, 1984, I was already legally blind. The image of that “regular” girl was fading fast as my world turned upside down. The first thing my Mum said was that I needed to learn to type. Where my Mum found this innate wisdom is still a wonder to me (she has had many wisdoms over the years) as this had not been suggested by anyone else but Mum felt strongly that if I was going to lose my vision, I needed to know how to type. So I went to my local tech after school when everyone else was out having fun and learned to type. This has been one of the most important skills that I have ever learned (that and using my Iphone).  Now, as a Teacher Consultant in NSW supporting students who are blind or vision impaired, it is a skill  that I strongly encourage students to learn as it will greatly enhance their independence in their learning. It is one of the many “thank you’s” that I owe my Mum. In 1984, I also began to learn Braille. This, also, in my personal journey has been a skill that I am still continuing to develop and master and with all the technology I now have at my fingertips, is a format that I am becoming more and more relient on and am choosing, in many circumstances, as my preferred means of accessible information.

Chapter One.
I began my first chapter of my post-secondary education at the University of Wollongong in 1987. I had been accepted in a Bachelor degree. I was a psychology major and also studied English, education and business communication. I started my degree being able to read large print and write my own lecture notes on heavy lined paper with a fine tipped marker. I received support from Commonwealth Rehab (Now CRS Australia), and was provided with one of the first keynote computers. It had a 14k memory and an external floppy disk drive along with a dot matrix printer. And this is what I used to write my assignments on. As anyone knows who has experienced a form of retinitis pigmentosa, it doesn’t stay static and my vision was rapidly diminishing. I found that as my sight deteriorated, so did my grades. I was determined not to ask for assistance as I was still struggling with the whole idea that I was going blind. I finally sought some assistance from the University through their counselling service. They did not have an identified service for students who had disabilities at the time. It was arranged that I would receive my texts on audio tape from the Royal Blind Society and that I would start taping my lectures. I was now in my second year. I was studying at a reduced pace as I could not keep up with a full study load due to the limitations I was facing in accessing information. I was becoming very frustrated. The University also arranged for a volunteer reader to assist with accessing library materials.  Unfortunately, I had some negative experiences with a couple of lecturers who were unyielding when it came to reasonable adjustment. I had one lecturer who refused to allow me to tape their lectures as she said I was compromising her intellectual property and another lecturer who totally annihilated me over some spelling errors in my assessments that had been produced using the keynote (which had no spell check feature) and the quality of the pronunciation of the voice was quite poor so it was difficult to hear slight spelling errors. There were also serious delays in receiving the audio materials from the RBS which also put me very behind. I had been so determined to do my degree the same way as every other student and to complete at the same pace and my reluctance in accepting my sight loss was manifesting itself to the point of disillusionment. I dropped more subjects to try and accommodate the issues of accessing my university studies however by mid 1990, I had had enough. Please understand that at this stage in my sight loss journey, I did not have the confidence or the skills to self advocate. I was embarrassed and angry. I decided that I would rather withdraw from my studies than under-achieve due to my blindness. 
I had married in 1989 and had two little girls by 1992. I was yearning for the intellectual stimulation of studying and I wanted a job. I rang the senior counsellor at the University to see if he could assist me with either work or getting back into study. He promptly employed me for one day per week to assist training staff on using some adaptive technology that had finally been approved for assisting students who were blind or vision impaired. He had been trying to obtain this equipment since I had been a student. I was so excited to have a job. It did not take long before I started being asked to arrange support for some students who had disabilities at the Uni and by the end of 1992; I was working three days per week, had re-enrolled in my degree to re-commence the following year and had officially established the first disability service at the University. It took another three years to finally complete my degree whilst continuing to establish one of the first disability services in an Australian University. My confidence had grown as had my skills in advocacy. I was becoming more integrated with accepting my own sight loss. The Disability Unit produced guidelines and training materials for lecturers on preparing accessible information. Lecturers were starting to gett reading lists organised in enough time to allow for audio transcriptions and training tools and information on the 1992 Disability Discrimination Act were developed and rolled out to academic staff. Of course, being a student, I also benefited from the adoption of these changes within the University culture. The University now had an 
“Access Room” in the library that housed PCs with screen readers, scanners and a braille embosser. I now had a scanner and used a Mac computer with Outspoken screen reading software. I was able to do exams electronically on a supervised computer with text files rather using a reader/scribe as this was my preferred way of undertaking exams. I continued to tape my lectures (without any issues from the lectures) and I finally graduated in May, 1996. I had a standing ovation when I walked up to receive my degree and I think that the University staff were thinking that they had finally seen the end of this “rabble rouser” (as I believe I had become fondly known as).

Chapter Two
The second chapter in my post-secondary education journey started in the year 2000 when I enrolled in a Graduate Diploma in VET (vocational education and training), at the University of Technology, Sydney. This was a new challenge. I now used a PC with JAWS, had a scanner with omnipage and a laptop that I could take to my classes. I studied this course full time which was one day per week in Sydney and four classes a day. I was now also working as a Teacher Consultant in TAFE NSW at the Illawarra Institute supporting students who were blind and vision impaired. I was in a much better place in regards to my vision impairment. My vision had deteriorated to a point where I only had light perception. The University provided me with all student materials in an electronic format. I used the internet extensively for my information and actually did not step foot in a library as this was still a daunting and extremely time consuming task.  The advances in adaptive technology really had been enormous since I first started studying back in 1987. When I had assessments that were class presentations and teaching workshops, I used Braille lesson plans and outlines. Any handouts or overheads that I used would be neatly ordered in plastic sleeves labelled in Braille so that I was completely organised in my presentation delivery. This is a strategy that I continue to use when teaching in TAFE classes. I had a very positive experience from the University staff and my only issue that I experienced was when I was affronted by another student in my course who believed that I should not be in the class without a “helper”. She found it annoying that another student that I sat with would read out information put on the white board or displayed on an overhead if the teacher did not do it and that I typed in the classes. She was very aggressive towards me however I now was very accepting of my blindness and stood in my own power when I quietly informed her that I had every right to be in the classroom and that the University provided me with all the support that I required and had no need for a “helper”. It was interesting to observe the reactions of the rest of my class and honestly, they were quite horrified and outraged that there were still people out there with antiquated mindsets regarding people who had disabilities. I demanded a public apology as she had been so public in her aggression towards me and had the University’s support in this request. I also had the immense satisfaction of knowing that I was actually achieving better grades than she was despite my blindness. I felt strong and confident and realised that I did know what I needed when studying and that I also knew how to advocate those needs in an effective and constructive manner. I also realised the importance of ensuring that the students I was supporting as a Teacher Consultant had access to programs and information about self advocacy and reinforced to me, how important it is as an adult learner to have some idea of how one learns with degenerative vision impairment. As you can appreciate, many students do not have this awareness and I make it a priority in my assessments to assist students in discovering and building upon these skills.

Chapter Three
It is now 2008 and I was keen to study again. I enrolled in a Diploma in Disability Work to compliment the work that I did as a Teacher Consultant. This course was undertaken through my own Illawarra Institute. Once again, the advancement in adaptive technology meant that my learning experience was really quite superior. I would have to say that studying a disability specific program also meant that the teachers and students involved with this course were very disability intelligent and my acceptance in the class environment was exactly how it always should be...as just one of the students. This course was delivered as work-based training with fortnightly workshops. Any reading material was immediately emailed to me prior to my classes and all efforts to ensure that I had access to information in my preferred formats were made. Again with the use of a laptop, now with window eyes as my preferred screen reader, scanners, digital recorders and again, good old reliable Braille, I had a fantastic learning experience and graduated with distinction. 

Chapter Four
After finally achieving results that I knew I was capable of in the Diploma, I agonised over a course I had been contemplating for a number of years but did not quite have the confidence to enrol in. This, of course was my Masters degree in special education in vision impairment. There were many factors to consider, most of which were accessing the reading materials required to succeed in such a high level program. I was finally inspired enough to take the plunge after attending my first SPEVI (South Pacific Educators in Vision Impairment) conference that was held in Sydney in January this year. I felt that all of my chess pieces were in the right positions. I had the technology, the motivation and most importantly, the total acceptance of whom I was and where I was at with my blindness. So, I am now enrolled at the University of Newcastle studying my first subject in my masters degree. I am a distance student and receive all of my materials online. The change in the delivery of accessible information from 1987 to 2011 has really been a quantum leap. There are designated transcribers to produce all required readings into my preferred format which is electronic. Where necessary, alternative questions are set when the original questions are graphical in nature (I am studying a lot of anatomy and physiology). The library has electronic journal articles that can be downloaded and information is just so accessible via the World Wide Web. I manage PDF files without too much difficulty using adobe pro software and can use the University’s electronic blackboard system, email and many other necessary pages without hiccup. To date, I have not experienced any delays in receiving prescribed reading materials by the required timetable of topics. The University has taken access to information seriously in applying accessibility features to all of their electronic systems ensuring that they are quite accessible to students using screen readers. For me, the only issue I have had with this particular course is the access to diagrams. As I have mentioned, it is an anatomy and physiology course so that there are many diagrams in the texts being used. Skeletal systems, muscular systems, nervous systems, structure of the eye etc. Even though every attempt has been made to include descriptions where diagrams should be in my electronic texts, studying this information has been very challenging, especially when you are also listening to a screen reader saying things like: “Meissner's corpuscle and epiphyseal and epimysium”. Despite this, I am managing and am pleased with my results thus far. 

The issues I have with diagrams is a great segway to the topic of Braille. I regret not focusing more on my Braille skills as the years have past by. It has been extremely useful for labelling and basic lesson plan outlines however my Braille is not efficient enough to skilfully read large texts out loud with fluid and natural expression. It also means that I am not very skilled at interpreting tactile diagrams as I have not had enough exposure or practice. I am finding now, studying at a masters level and teaching integrated subjects, that I am wanting to use Braille more and more. Braille would have been very handy in deciphering some of the anatomy text descriptions I have been learning this year and could have given some clarity to some complex descriptions. For those of you who are passionate about Braille in this room, I can tell you that “I have seen the light” and have started having some intensive Braille training to improve my skills. I want to be able to deliver lessons, speeches and conference papers as efficiently as Graem Innes does – smile, and realise that I still have a little way to go to reach that goal. I have always been an advocate of Braille in post-secondary education. Perhaps, due to my own experiences, I have always encouraged students to request Braille if that is their preferred format and to advocate for Braille as a format of choice in a sector who, for many reasons, discourages Braille due to the costs involved and turn around times and justify these decisions by promoting electronic formats as being just as good. I believe that it is my responsibility as a service provider in the tertiary sector to provide learning materials in the student’s preferred format wherever possible and that Braille certainly should be available to a student if this is their preferred method of study. I know that as a student myself, this is what I would hope be an option for me if I so requested it.

Who knows, in another few years I might pluck up the courage to enrol in a PhD – I wonder where we will be in relation to accessible information by then?

Conclusion
I am sure that there are many in this audience who have had similar experiences to mine in accessing post-secondary education. The challenges in having a positive post-secondary educational experience is multi-faceted with access to one’s preferred format pivotal in gaining a successful outcome. I believe that tertiary institutions are moving towards an inclusive model of access for students who are blind or vision impaired however my observations both as a student, and as an educational service provider is the variation of standards from one institution to another.As you will see in my presentation tomorrow, I am certainly trying to rectify this with an exciting program being developed at the Illawarra Institute.
