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Tape 7                                                                                                          Judy Smart

O.K.  So it’s Judy Smart, and it’s 16th December, 2004.  So Judy, you were about to tell us about your, what happened with your education.

Well, I went to Delarue School for  two years, and at the end of those two years, I wasn’t very well, academically, and they asked me to leave, because I was standing in the way of someone who might be more academically-minded.

And what age was that?

Seventeen.
And then you went home for a while.

Yes.

Then, later on, [Judy coughs] when you were at Redclyffe, you then decided to take up education ...

Yes.

... as a mature student.  Can you tell us what ...

I took it up because I needed to get out of the workshop, before I went insane. [Judy & F. laugh.] 

And what age was it, that you went back into education?

Thirty.

Right: and what was the first course that you did, and where was it?

CSE in computer studies, at St Albans Further Education College.

Right, and then I think, the bit we got to, in our last session, was, and then we sort of moved on afterwards, and we talked about some other things, was, you’d done the CSE in Computing, and then you did a number of other courses, and I wondered if we could, maybe, talk about those in a bit more detail.

[clears throat.]  Yes.  Then I went back and did Business Studies, but it was the wrong move, because, to get the qualification, you had five subjects to pass.   These were Computing, Law, Accounts, Business Management and English.  I passed in four of these subjects, but the problem was that the last subject was Accounts.  At that time, I had my electric computer, and if you’ve ever tried doing accounts on a computer, you will know what trouble I had.

So there wasn’t any sort of accountancy packages: you had to do it in word processing.

Yes.

Right.  And in terms of your accessing a computer, how did you do that?  How did you get hold of a computer?

That came later on.  

So what did you do, up until you had the computer?

My electric typewriter, which I typed, using a stick in my hand.

And did you get any other kind of support, for studying at that ...

No, not at that time.  

So what was it like, trying to study, while you were at Redclyffe?

It was quite difficult, because, when everybody came back from work, it was [F. laughs] pandemonium, and at night, they’d play their music at full blast.

What kinds of music were they playing?

Pop music, or their televisions, on loud.

So you said it was a mistake to do that: why do you think that was?  Why was it a mistake, to do the business course?

It was too many subjects to take on board at that time.

So you passed four.

Yes.

So what did you do after that?  What was your next sort of step?

I went back to English Literature ‘A’ level, and coming up, I met my friend, Linda, there, and I met a lot of other students, who were very helpful.

In what ways?

They let me borrow their notes, and helped me write my own notes.

And what sorts of things were you studying, at A level?

Literature.

What kind of books?

We studied E.M. Forster, Howard’s End, Shakespeare’s King Lear and the war poets.  I can’t remember what else.

And what impression did they make on you?

Not much.  [F. laughs.]  ‘Howard’s End’ was very convoluted.  It wasn’t until I saw it on the television, many years after, I was able to grasp the plot.  

And in the books you’ve read, do you ever see any of your ... what can I say?  Do you ever see any sort of disabled characters in the books that you’re reading, or that you have read, or do you think that’s reflected in the books that you have read?
I’ve read books by disabled people.

Can you give us some examples?

The first book I read was called Over My Dead Body, by June Opie.  She contracted polio as a young child, and led most of her life in an iron lung, and that was the first book I read.  [rustling noise].  Another one was There is Always an Open Door, and that was by a polio victim.

And what did you think, when you read these books?

They interested me very much.  I could relate to the characters, and what they had to go through.

And, in your sort of more general reading, I mean, say, when you were a child, did you ever come across books that related to your experience?

No.

And what about in terms of ... you know, you’ve written a book yourself: what sparked you off to do that?

Boredom.  [F. laughs.]  I just felt a bit bored, when I left university, and I just decided to write, and only in the past year, I’ve taken it seriously and got on with it.  

O.K., we’ve jumped ahead a bit, haven’t we?  So if we go back to ... so after your English Literature ‘A’ level: what did you do then?

My English Literature ‘A’ level, I had to take that again, because, I was just coming up to the exam, when I was rushed into hospital.

And this was with the breast cancer.

Yes.

With the breast cancer.

So you had to re-take it.  So ...

I had to re-take that the next year, but, at that time, I didn’t realise that I needed extra time in the exam, so I just failed that one.  

So what was it like, trying to manage the exam, then, without extra time?

Impossible .  My friends wrote for me, and I dictated it all, but I ran out of time.
What did ... where would you take the exam?  

In a separate room from the others.  

And how did that feel?

Isolating, but in a way, it was quite a relaxed atmosphere, [rustling] although I had to have an invigilator sat with me.  

So you, so the re-sit you failed?  Is that right?
Yes.

So what happened next?

I failed by one mark.   The next year, I went and did ‘O’ level English, still on the typewriter, and they gave me extra time, to write the essay.

So you used the typewriter in your essay?

Yes.

With a stick.

Yes.

Oh right.  

All my essays were written on the typewriter at that time.

And how long would it take you to write an essay, using that method?

About a week, or two weeks, but they were very lenient.

When you say ‘two weeks’, I mean, how many sort of hours would that actual be time [?]
I could only type at that stage, two hours, otherwise it would get messy.  I’d lose control of my hand, and I’d hit the wrong keys, but they didn’t mind that.

Can you sort of describe what it’s like for you, to sort of type for the two hours?  What sort of physical effort involved?  
It is a physical, quite draining, because I have to control my hands.  

Is it just physical, or ...

Whilst thinking of what I need to write, so it’s mentally draining as well.

So when you did it the second time, with the typewriter, how did you get on with your exam?

The exam I dictated, and I got an ‘A’.

And how did that make you feel?

I’d always been very good at English at school, but I didn’t think I’d get an ‘A’.  It was quite an achievement.

And what did other people think?  What were other people’s reactions?

They were very surprised at Redclyffe, but my fellow students weren’t.

So what came after your ‘A’ then?

I decided to do Economics, and that was the {F. laughs] biggest mistake in my life, because it was so boring, and my tutor wasn’t very articulate, and made it even more boring, so I took the exam, but, [F. laughs] I didn’t really know what I was doing ...

F: [?]

but it kept me out of the workshop, and [F. laughs] that’s all I wanted to do,  at that time: so then I took Sociology, and met a marvellous tutor, who put me on the right track.

How?

He spent a lot of time with me, introducing me to the computer.  At that time, the computing lab was on the top floor of the college, and they didn’t have a lift, so he pulled me up three flights of stairs in my wheelchair, to get me to the top, which I thought was fantastic.

F: Was that Pat McNeill?

Pat McNeill, he tried me out on the computer, and the next week, he said, ‘Can you bear an afternoon?’ so I said ‘Yes’, and he said he’d get the computer brought down to the ground floor, so we could get the experience of it.

So what kind of computer was it?

It was an Apple.  It didn’t have a key card.  It was just a normal computer.

So how did you get on with it?

Quite well, but again, I kept hitting the wrong keys, but at least, I could delete the errors easily, and it went on for weeks like this.  He looked into what adaptions might be.

Might be made, yeah.  What kind of things did he have in mind?

We tried the head stick, which made him laugh, because it looked to funny on my head, but it gave me such a neck ache, it wasn’t worth the bother, so we discarded that, and then he found out about a trust fund, that loaned out computers for disabled students, so he got on to them, and they came and assessed me at Redclyffe, and they loaned me this computer at Redclyffe, to do my homework on.

And  what difference did that make?

It was marvellous.  My work was neater, although my speed wasn’t any better.  [tape ran out.]

Side B
So were you were saying that the computer made a difference to your work: just making  it neater and ... 

Yes.

But your speed didn’t improve.

No.  But Pat McNeill was very generous, and always extended the date for my essays to be handed in.  So when it came to exam time, he was connected with the exam board anyway, so he got me all the time I needed, to give the exam in, with a pause every hour, which made it a lot easier, and less stressful.

So how did you get on?

I did the ‘O’ level first, in Sociology, and went on to the ‘A’ level, and I got a ‘C’, and he was quite pleased with that.

So what do you think was the most important ...

So I did eight courses at St Albans that went quite well.

What do you think was the most important to you: the subjects that you studied, or the tutors?

The tutors, and the companionship of the other students. 

Can you talk a bit more about why that was important?

Well, I was getting away from the residents of Redclyffe, because it’s not normal to live, work and go on holiday with the same people, day after day, year after year, and I would not allow myself to fit into that niche.  I was me, not what they wanted me to be. 

O.K., so, after you’d finished ...

It was like a form of stereotyping, that you had to act like disabled people, and that’s not me.

Can you describe what that stereotype is?

[pause.]  Being passive, submissive [Judy & F. laugh], taking orders from everyone, and that’s just how it is, well, it was.  I think it’s better nowadays, if you’ve got a 
strong will like I have [laughs]: so that’s why I didn’t fit in at Redclyffe.  So, going back to my college days, I did ‘A’ level Sociology, and at the end we all got together, and I remember Pat, coming up to my desk, saying that the college could offer me no more courses, and my heart sank, because I thought that meant going back into the workshop.  He saw my disappointment, and said, ‘I think that you are a good applicant for Hatfield Polytechnic’, and my mouth dropped.  I said, ‘I can’t go there,  I’m not good enough’, but he insisted.  He arranged an interview date for me.  He said that he would come with me and hold my hand.  When I got back to Redclyffe, I told 

them that I was going to Hatfield Polytechnic, and they scoffed at the idea, everyone, so I thought, ‘Well, are they right, or are they wrong?’  I had many doubts in my mind, but I’d built up the faith in Pat McNeill, so I knew that he wasn’t fobbing me off, and he meant what he said.

So what year was this, when you went there, the Poly?

[Pause.]  ’84, I think.  

And so tell us what the interview was like.
Well, I felt very nervous.  Four people were there.  It was very informal, but they looked very formidable people, but in the end, I got to know them very well, [rustling noise], and I’m still in touch with most of them.

So, what were you going to study at Hatfield?

They suggested ... I wanted to study Sociology, but they said, Well, why don’t I do an introductory course for the first year, to see how I coped with it, and that year was very tough, because my tutor wasn’t very helpful, and it was very difficult, taking notes.  I tried to take notes on the tape recorder, but then it would take me twice as long to transcribe the notes, as well as doing homework: but I scraped through that year.
And you were still, were you still living at Redclyffe at the time?

Yes.  I was at Redclyffe for three of my degree years.  My B.A. was three years.  For my B.A., they suggested I took it over five years, to give me longer for my work.

Can you remember what your first day was like, when you went to Harpenden College?

A friend of mine dropped me off, as Redclyffe weren’t at all helpful in that way, transporting me there.  So the Vicar’s wife took me that first day.  She dropped me off and I met up with the tutor, and it was just bewildering, because all these students were rushing about everywhere, and I was in my manual chair, and I had to wait to be pushed round, and then they pushed me to the lecture hall, which was vast, and I sat in the front row, with my tape recorder, but not much of that lesson came out.
How did the other students react to you?
Well, indifferently, so I relied a lot on hand-outs that the tutors gave me, but my tutor in the Polytechnic said that she couldn’t provide me with notes before-hand.

Why not?

She wasn’t very prepared for her lesson.  She was very woolly in the lectures, and no-one could make head nor tail of it, really: and she was my personal tutor, which didn’t help.

So what about socially: how did things progress socially, at University?

The year that I was in, the students didn’t socialise, but the Psychology year took me under their  wing at meal times, and I got quite friendly with them, and they were a great help, and they would help me in the canteen, take me to the library, and take me 
to the toilet, when I needed to go: but the other tutors were quite helpful, but they knew what I needed.  So I started my B.A. in ’85, but I was very unsure of myself, and I had another personal tutor, and she was very perceptive of my needs.  She helped me lots for two years, and every time it got near to exams, something would happen at Redclyffe that would freak me out, so that it would make it more stressful, leading up to the exam.  The second year, I took my second exam, the night before, I fell over and cut my head open on the fire escape door, and I was taken to St Albans 

Hospital, eleven o’ clock at night, and been stitched up, and then I was taken back to Redclyffe, then got up for college the next day, where the exam was taking place, in the afternoon.  

So how did you get on?

When I arrived at the Polytechnic in the morning, I went straight up to my personal tutor, and told her what had happened that night.  She said it wasn’t a particularly easy exam...

She asked you if you wanted to sit the exam?

Yes, that day, or delay it, but then I had to sit the exam that day: although, she wrote to the Board of Examiners, explaining that I’d cut my head open that night.   So I passed that year, and went on to the third year.  But when the third year came round, something else happened at Redclyffe to freak me out: so, in the end, my tutor said she could see I was unhappy at Redclyffe, and she said ... [end of tape.]
