COMPLETING THE DISABILITY LIVING ALLOWANCE FORM

As most M. E. sufferers will know the forms, to be completed to claim DLA, are quite difficult to complete and claimants need to provide as much detail of their symptoms as possible if they are to make a successful claim without the need to appeal.  Even when clear, concise details are provided this will not guarantee a successful claim.

The Department of Works & Pensions officers, reaching the decision to award benefit or otherwise, (Decision-makers) base their decisions on the Examining Medical Practitioners Report, your claim form and any other evidence submitted by the claimant.  The onus to prove entitlement lies with the claimant.

Often the Decision-maker will request a report from the claimant's GP and, if this is non-supportive, or vague, the decision could be based on that report and your completed form only, so it is important to ensure that your GP is willing to support you and that he, in responding to the Decision-maker's questions, paints a clear, and as far as possible, complete picture of your illness and how it affects you.

When completing Section 2 of the DLA form claimants should consider just what percent of the time, say over a two month period, they are confined to bed, or laying about on a sofa simply because they are unfit to undertake minimum activities such as dressing, bathing, walking etc.  Having decided upon that percentage the claimant should mention it often, in the form, because this provides detail of your ability to walk and take care of your bodily function for a certain percentage of the time.  The claimant should then provide detail, for instance, for 65% of the time:

"I am unable to walk because I am confined to bed, or so weak that I am confined to a sofa unable to walk or can only walk a few steps."

Your application form then deals with the other 35% of the time and your abilities during that period.

"On good days I can walk a certain distance (5-20 ft) but have to stop...." and you state the reasons for stopping: pain, exhaustion, dizzy spells, breathlessness etc.

The forms contain many requests for information about the type of 'aids' you use to assist you either to walk or to take care of bodily function, so you should list these 'Aids'!  You may have a bath hoist, stair lift, toilet rails, ramp, etc. but you also have people to assist so that a home help, O/T, CPN, brother, sister, etc. should be mentioned if they provide assistance.  If the relative/friend provides assistance with a specific task/s then you should make it clear just what assistance is provided and, if possible, what the difficulty would be if that person were not there to assist.

Someone who suffers M. E. to the extent that they are confined to bed for 65% of the time would respond to a question about walking outside thus: "For 65% of the time I am confined to my bed, or a sofa, because I am too weak to walk more than two or three yards/feet.  On a good day, when I can leave my bed and go outside I require assistance to dress, bathe, wash, etc.  Require assistance into my wheelchair, and then require my carer to assist me to the car, help me to get into the car, drive me where I am going and then assist me into the wheelchair and push the chair."  When no wheelchair is used the answer would be along the lines of "My carer assists me to dress, wash, bathe etc.  Physically supports me to the car; walking down to the car is a distance of (mention distance).  The carer will then assist me into the car, drive me to where I am going, assist me to get out of the car and then physically support me to my destination a distance of (and mention if possible distance).  I should say that if you are claiming, as you will be, that you are virtually unable to walk then you may be so considered if you can only walk a distance of less then 30 feet.  If you walk a little further, or even this distance, and there are serious implications; for instance you may take hours or days to recover, then you should say so.

Cooking Test

Short answers are adequate here: I cannot plan, or cook a main meal because, for example, I lack the ability to concentrate, get confused, am forgetful, become breathless, cannot turn the knobs on a cooker or turn on taps, cannot sit to peel vegetables.

I cannot peel or chop vegetables because, for instance, my hands are weak and I cannot sit long enough.

I cannot handle pots and pans because, for instance, my hands are weak.

The risk of spilling hot pots and pans is increased because I suffer dizzy spells.

There is little point in providing extended answers when a few words will communicate the difficulty or danger.

Supervision

Supervision is required if you suffer dizzy spells, because these may be unpredictable: in a shower, or bath; you may become breathless; get confused; be liable to fall, having fallen anywhere before; you may be depressed and suffer thoughts of self-harm.  If you do, you should say so.  Also, particularly ensure that you have informed your GP of these thoughts.  If suffering from depression, you may be so depressed that you cannot concentrate, or lack of concentration may be a symptom of the M. E. itself.  You may suffer mood swings or have a disturbed sleep pattern; you may be liable to wander or, outside the home unsupervised you may become confused, lost, or lack sufficient concentration to be safely outside unsupervised or indeed physically supported or both.

Evidence to be provided

There is a section in Part 2 of the form that should be completed by someone who knows your condition well.  If at all possible this should be your GP, or other medical professional who has recently provided you with “treatment”, so that he/she is fully aware of your symptoms.  A full report from your GP, or other medical professional, could be attached to the DLA forms and submitted as part of your evidence of your condition.

If you have had a Community Care Assessment carried out by the Social Work/Services Department, then this should be submitted to the Decision-maker.  This document will identify your needs and the assistance either provided or to be provided in order to allow you to continue to survive in the community.  If the assessment is more than a few months old then write to the Social Worker who compiled it, or his/her superior and request that the assessment be brought up to date and then request a full copy of the completed assessment.  Letters from friends and family members are of limited value because they may be considered as biased.  Letters/reports from Consultants, GP's or other medical staff are of value no matter the status of the professional, because they are unlikely to be biased as it is unlikely that you are more than a "case" for that worker.

I hope these tips, for that is all they are, are useful when you are considering making a claim.  You should, if possible, keep a copy of the completed form because; if the claim is successful, it will assist you when benefit is to be renewed and, if it is not, it will assist you in preparing your appeal.
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FREE VIRTUAL EDUCATION FOR OVER 16’S.

I have been struggling for quite a while to find somewhere that will teach A Levels from home.  Bolton College only do 2 and a half hour lessons twice a week at a campus, so that was out of the question.

Earlier this year, I did an A Level equivalent in Hospitality Management and a Personnel Management Course with ICS who do distance learning, but I didn’t find them at all helpful, especially considering how much it cost.

So I thought I’d never get to do an A Level until I read the latest TYMES Trust magazine.  There was a short note saying there were still places left for the over 16 virtual education programme, which they’d mentioned in previous newsletters.

The NISAI Virtual Academy runs just like a normal school, except you do everything over the internet.  You are expected to attend 2 lessons per week per subject and the lessons are about 45 minutes to an hour long.

I thought being 19 I might not be eligible and I wasn’t even sure they did A-Levels.  On the Tuesday I enquired about it and Preya at the NISAI Virtual Academy sent me a registration form via email.  It was only a couple of pages and very simple to fill out, asking why I couldn’t learn at a college, etc.  I sent the form back to her at 5pm and at 9:30am the next day, Preya phoned me up to say that I had got funding off Bolton LEA for two A Levels!

I had a choice of English, Information Communications Technology (ICT) or Maths.  I did well in my English GCSE, so I knew I would do that and Steve strongly advised me against doing Maths, as he did Further Maths at A-Level and warned me against it!  I’d also been looking for a computer qualification, so ICT was an obvious choice.  I told Preya what I had chosen and on the Thursday and I got my welcome pack, which consists of a headset for your computer, a diary, notepad, pen and login details for the internet.  A technician called me and made sure my microphone was working and showed me how the academy worked.  The next day, it was my first lesson!  I never thought it would get done so fast; things usually take weeks with me!

You get your timetable and you have to log on to your lessons at the times given.  You have a live learning session with a teacher and several other children.  It’s a bit like a chat room.  Using your headset, you can hear your teacher talking and they can ask you questions and you can either type your reply or click a “Yes” or “No” button.  There’s a little chat box in the corner and you can enter your lesson 15 minutes early and type to the other students.  We see what the tutor sees, so if they go to a website or open a document, we can see it as well.  We get some homework every lesson and submit the assignments over the internet for the tutor to mark.  There’s also a message forum where all the newbies can say hello.  You can also see who else is in your class and the tutors encourage you to email each other and discuss the homework together.

When I learned with ICS, there was a facility to email your tutors, at first they responded promptly, then after that it took weeks and I still didn’t get a reply, so I was on my own like when I did my GCSE’s, which is the first reason I went to ICS-so I wouldn’t be by myself all over again.

However, with the NISAI VA, you can email your tutors and they actually reply!  I’ve still not got used to this!  They are all extremely friendly and understanding of ME, about 98% of the students there seem to have ME, all the ones in my classes certainly do.  In my ICT class there are 5 of us and in my English class there are 4.  If you aren’t feeling well, your tutor won’t mind if your assignments a bit late or if you leave the lesson early.

The best feature of the VA in my view is the fact that they record the lessons.  This is very useful, as if you are ill and miss the lesson, or don’t understand parts of it, you can play the lesson back.  I was slightly late enrolling, so I missed a couple of lessons, but just watched them the night before and got up to speed.  In my ICT I had lots of trouble understanding how to do something, so being able to watch the lesson again was very helpful.

If you’re feeling very brave, the teacher can let you control the lesson for a bit and you can talk into your microphone so everyone can hear you, but nobody in my classes has been brave enough so far.

The homework is quite taxing, which you’d expect for an A-Level, and it is lots of hard work, but I enjoy it and will eventually get two A Levels for all my hard work.

I would strongly recommend this to anyone who knows a child with ME who is struggling with getting into school.  I wish I had known about them for my GCSE’s, it would have been superb. 

I believe they also teach KS3 subjects.  For more information, please call Preya at the NISAI Virtual Academy on 020 8427 9003.

Caroline
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