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Executive Summary

This report examines the current provision of assistive technology in Northern Ireland's public libraries from the perspective of blind and partially sighted people.  It assesses 

- the current technology offering; 

- the reasons for the current low levels of take-up;  

- the levels and nature of actual and potential demand for access to on-line facilities by this section of the community. 

It draws on the fruits of consultation with experts and the results of two surveys.

It makes a number of recommendations for action, listed below.  

Public Libraries are, along with most other service providers, subject to the terms of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995.  This puts them under an obligation to make reasonable adjustments to their policies, procedures and practices to enable their services to be accessed on an equal basis by disabled people.  Over and above this, however, it is part of the ethos of the Northern Ireland library service to seek to be inclusive in its activities. Thus our recommendations take account not merely of legislation and of the current contractual context, but also of the natural desire of the Library Service and Chief Librarians to achieve levels of best practice.  

List of recommendations

These are grouped by topic, and are therefore not listed in exactly the same order as they appear in the body of the report.

Technology:

Recommendation 1.  A "refresh" of the assistive technology offering should be conducted soon.   However, this should take the form of a revision of the overall offering, rather than simply upgrading Supernova.  The refresh should in particular look at ways of accommodating more than one screen-reading package, and allowing users to bring their own personalised settings with them.

Recommendation 2.  Pending the Refresh, Supernova should be restored to full functionality.

Recommendation 3.   Consideration should be given to allowing more than one refresh during the contract period, as screen-reading packages have to be updated regularly to accommodate changes in other applications.

Recommendation 4.   The monitors currently in use should be replaced by flat screen monitors with matt surfaces.  At least some of these in each library should be 21 inches or more in size. 

Recommendation 5.  Information should be made available to library staff on the in-built accessibility features of some mainstream packages.

Recommendation 6.  Increase the font size used as default on all ELFNI work stations.

Staff Training:
Recommendation 8.   Inform all staff of basic built-in accessibility features in standard packages

Recommendation 9.   Equip all work stations with a list of basic commands for the accessibility features installed.

Recommendation 10.   Build up a pool of qualified trainers in access technology, professional or voluntary, available to offer basic or top up training in libraries by appointment.  This pool should have a good geographical spread, and should include visually impaired users.

Marketing Strategy:
Recommendation 7.   Improvements in the technology on offer must be accompanied by a clear promotional strategy.

Recommendation 11.   The Library Service should prepare a programme to promote the use of accessible IT by blind and partially sighted people.  This should take account of differing market segments, such as people blind since birth or childhood and people whose sight is only now starting to deteriorate.  This should be formulated within the context of its general IT development work, as an integral part of the needs of its patrons.  It should combine a level of basic awareness on the part of all staff with the services of specialist trainers.

Recommendation 12.   All training courses in the use of assistive technology, wherever and by who ever they are delivered, should incorporate a visit to the accessible IT facilities in the appropriate local libraries.

1.   Introduction

1.1  The World Wide Web and e-mail offer everyone greatly expanded sources of knowledge, information and inspiration, and opportunities to conduct a wide range of tasks more comfortably and comprehensively than before.  

1.2  These benefits are potentially of even greater value to people with sight loss than to the population as a whole, due to the inaccessibility of much paper-based information.

1.3  This was recognised from the outset of  the Electronic Libraries for Northern Ireland (ELFNI) Project.  As part of its programme to support users with a range of disabilities, The Department for Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL) secured funding which ensured that screen reading software for the benefit of blind and partially sighted people formed an integral part of the Project and was available in every branch library.

1.4  The Vision Panel is part of the Library and Information Services Council (LISC),  Northern Ireland.  Our principal aim is " To assist the Executive Committee of LISC NI in seeking to achieve the highest standards of library and information services for people in Northern Ireland who are blind, or who experience sight loss or other related disabilities.".  

1.5  Thus we are keen to ensure that accessible information technology (IT) facilities in public libraries are developed and utilised to the full.  

1.6 We have been concerned by evidence that the facilities provided are under used and ineffective.  We therefore included this issue in our work plan for 2005/6:
"Aim: to reach out to non-users.

"Activity: Promote use of accessible information technology in libraries.

"Deliverable: Prepare and publish report highlighting examples of good practice and making recommendations."

1.7  We set up a Working Group to examine this problem and to bring forward recommendations.  We limited ourselves to facilities providing access to the Internet.  It is recognised that public libraries also offer equipment such as closed circuit television reading aids and scanners with speech, which are also potentially of great value to the people we serve.  We also restricted ourselves to the public library sector.

1.8  Membership of the Group:  

David Mann (Campaigns Officer, Royal National Institute of the Blind - RNIB)

Ann-Marie Houston (Chair, RNIB Northern Ireland; staff member, Strabane Public Library)

Laura Brown (Senior Librarian, Western Education and Library Board, Limavady)

Peter Craddock (former lecturer and research fellow in Information Studies, Queens University, Belfast; trustee, National Library for the Blind; former Executive Director, Share The Vision Project)

2.  Methodology

2.1  The Group has met on four occasions.  In the summer of 2005  a benchmarking exercise was conducted in each of the 5 Education and Library Boards to measure usage levels of accessible IT facilities, and to assess staff opinions.  There was initial use of the software in a number of libraries but this has fallen away as the software became outdated. At the same time staff lost confidence in their ability to help customers use the technology through lack of practice.

2.2  The Group has consulted, in particular: 

Brian Conlon, Project and Service Manager, Intelligent Customer Unit, NI Electronic Libraries Project;

Ursula O'Neill, Rehabilitation Worker, Foyle Trust;

Linda Ming, IT Development Officer, WELB

Anna Nugent, Rehabilitation Worker, Sperrin Lakeland Trust.

2.3  Members also conducted a survey (Appendix 1) amongst 51 visually impaired people, approximately half of whom were library users - a higher representation of library users than in the population as a whole.  This was conducted face to face or over the telephone during February and March 2006.  While the sample was not selected systematically to reflect a representative balance of age, gender, community or level of sight loss, it does give a helpful insight into a cross-section of views held.

3.   The Current Technology Provision  

3.1  As part of ELFNI, all public libraries in Northern Ireland have at least one work station fitted with Supernova.  This is a package which can either magnify the display on the monitor or provide synthetic speech output.  Amey, as the contractor to ELFNI, is responsible for the maintenance of this facility.   

3.2  The version of Supernova currently installed is two upgrades behind the latest version - the widest divergence permitted in the contract.  Some upgrading has taken place to accommodate the overall change of ELFNI to Windows XP, but the one "refresh" allowed for in the contract with Amey has not yet taken place.  

3.3  Amey has disabled some of the Supernova commands as part of its "security lockdown".  

3.4  Supernova does not load automatically when the PC is switched on and a member of staff apparently has to activate it before a blind or partially sighted person can start using it.

3.5  A number of potential users of the libraries' facilities have expressed a preference for the JAWS screen reading package.  This provides speech output (and has the capacity to provide braille output if the right hardware is attached) but does not offer magnification.  There is a fairly widely used magnification package called Zoomtext which can run compatibly with JAWS.  Other packages also exist.

3.6  It is not the purpose of this report to judge between JAWS, Supernova or other screen reading packages.  However, users often tend to favour one over the other, and having to adapt to an unfamiliar package is an additional burden and potential barrier to use of the library facilities.  

3.7 Our survey in Appendix 1 illustrates use of, and demand for Jaws (e.g. Questions 7 and 9).  A survey conducted by Graham McAlister of Queens University in February 2005 into the technology used by visually impaired computer users showed that 15 out of 20 used JAWS.  It therefore seems to us that the library network should offer choice.

3.8  Currently there is interest in the use of  "plug-in" USB flash drives which enable a user to operate his or her choice of applications, stored on the flash drive.  These drives can be used privately and independently on any PC and leave no trace of the application on the host PC once unplugged.   Terms such as "memory pens" or "memory sticks" are also used to describe this innovation.  If ELFNI work stations were able to accept such devices, then users who had them could use any workstation in any library.  There would, however, still be a need for dedicated work stations with assistive technology for use by learners who had not yet acquired such equipment.   

3.9  The monitors currently in use give cause for concern:-  

i) Brian Conlon's report* described problems with the touch screen facilities;

ii) modern flat screens with matt surfaces are more suitable for users with sight loss;

iii) several survey respondents said they would like larger monitors - this is especially helpful if one has to magnify the display and is therefore able to see only part of any page.

Recommendation 1.  A "refresh" of the assistive technology offering should be conducted soon.   However, this should take the form of a revision of the overall offering, rather than simply upgrading Supernova.  The refresh should in particular look at ways of accommodating more than one screen reading package, and allowing users to bring their own personalised settings with them.

Recommendation 2.  Pending the Refresh, Supernova should be restored to full functionality.

Recommendation 3.   Consideration should be given to allowing more than one refresh during the contract period, as screen reading packages have to be updated regularly to accommodate changes in other applications.

Recommendation 4.   The monitors currently in use should be replaced by flat screen monitors with matt surfaces.  At least some of these in each library should be 21 inches or more in size. 

3.10  Mainstream packages such as Microsoft Windows have certain in-built access facilities which allow basic speech or a certain level of magnification**.  These are not as flexible as dedicated screen reading packages but may be adequate for a number of people whose sight is failing but who still have a relatively high level of vision.  

3.11  It is also clear to us that increasing the default font size on all ELFNI work stations would assist a number of people whose sight is not what it was.

Recommendation 5.  Information should be made available to library staff on the in-built accessibility features of some mainstream packages.

Recommendation 6.  Increase the font size used as default on all ELFNI work stations.

4.   The demand. 

4.1  We have found considerable evidence of demand for training in the use of PCs by blind and partially sighted people.  

4.2  In the Foyle Health and social Services Trust area, the Sensory Support team has a waiting list of some 20 people for the courses it plans to run, mostly wanting training in JAWS.  The equipment for this initiative has been funded by Social Services, while the training is being funded by the local Further Education College.  

4.3  In Omagh, a number of people have been successfully trained by a rehabilitation worker, primarily in Supernova or Zoomtext.  This initiative was funded by the Department for Employment and Learning.   

4.4  In both cases, Further Education premises and facilities have been or will be used for this training.  FE colleges need in any event to offer facilities for their own existing or potential students.    

4.5  During 2005/6 the Southern Health and Social Services Board funded training (delivered by RNIB) for around fifteen people spread throughout its three Trust areas.  Each trainee received three days training on a one-to-one basis.  In two of the trust areas training was delivered in social services resource centres, but in the Craigavon and Banbridge Trust it was delivered in Portadown and Banbridge libraries, as well as in the Upper Bann Institute, where tutors also received some training.  

4.6  RNIB Northern Ireland has diversified its training options in its Belfast centre, so that individuals can now enrol for a flexible range of short courses to learn the applications or screen readers of their choice.  Around 50 people have taken this option up over the past six to eight months.

4.7  The "Connect IT" event organised by RNIB at the Everglades Hotel in Londonderry on 4th March 2006 attracted a great deal of interest.  At the cyber café which formed an integral part of the exhibition, some 70 demonstrations were given within a four-hour period,  and fifteen specific requests for training were registered from blind and partially sighted people.  Five people were set up with e-mail accounts on the day. 

4.8  Talking Newspapers have also provided training, with schemes supported by Lottery funding and grant aid from Social Services.   The Coleraine Talking Newspaper has provided training with the support of staff at the Coleraine premises of the Blind Centre for Northern Ireland, while at Enniskillen training has extended to the supply of personal laptops with training provided in the home by a peripatetic trainer funded by Fermanagh Talking Newspaper.

4.9  There is also evidence of informal training amongst peer groups.

4.10  Informal meetings of blind and partially sighted people in the Omagh and Strabane areas organised in 2005 by Ann-Marie Houston indicated a high level of demand for training. 

4.11  Thus training initiatives have come from the social services, further education and voluntary sectors rather than the libraries sector.

4.12  The undoubted thirst for IT skills does not automatically translate into library usage.  In the RNIB survey (Question 4), 23 of the 28 respondents did not know that libraries offered these facilities - and 11 of these 23 were library users!  On the other hand, Question 6 of the Survey  indicates that over half of those interviewed would be interested in using the accessible IT facilities.  

4.13  The instances of demand catalogued above are largely from people of working age whose sight loss has already set in, or may have always been with them.  This takes no account of the increasing numbers of older people, whose sight loss only manifests itself after retirement age, and who may well not be in touch with social service or voluntary sector networks.   Indeed, they may not consider themselves disabled or "partially sighted", but they do find it more and more difficult to read standard print or computer displays.

4.14  There is a case for further surveys of the level and nature of demand.  This might be achieved through focus groups or telephone surveys.  

4.15  Given the low expectations of many people with sight loss, facilities available in libraries also need to be actively promoted by the library service itself, perhaps through existing reading groups, and by agencies such as H&SS trusts.

Recommendation 7.   Improvements in the technology on offer must be accompanied by a clear promotional strategy.

5.    Current Usage

5.1  The Group conducted a benchmarking exercise in mid-2005 with the help of colleagues in each Board.  This revealed:

Low take up;

Lack of staff confidence in their ability to demonstrate screen reading technology;

Perception among staff that the software was out of date and particularly poor in accessing the Internet;

A lack of qualified trainers.

6.   Training Resources. 

6.1  The benchmarking exercise indicated a low level of confidence amongst library staff in their ability to train blind or partially sighted users in the use of PCs and of screen reading technology.  This was so despite the fact that a number of staff had undergone training in Supernova in the past.  A vicious triangle of low usage, rusty knowledge, low confidence had been created.

6.2  The Group asked itself how much training was offered to sighted users.  It appears that front line staff receive enquiries about the PCs on a daily basis, and that quite a lot of basic introductory work is carried out by library staff.  For example, Strabane library offers basic training for sighted users and runs e-learning days.  All library staff receive European Computer "Driving Licence" training or the equivalent.  However, they do not generally regard themselves as trainers.  

6.3  Blind and partially sighted people, on the other hand,  need much more training, as they may have to learn simultaneously both the basic application in which they are interested and the screen reading software.  They also need to learn keystrokes rather than mouse clicks.  A significant number of respondents in the RNIB survey stated (Question 7) that they would want a level of privacy when using assistive technology in a public library, and we presume this is in part at least due to the need for more intensive training or demonstration.

6.4  Library staff do not normally teach basic keyboard skills, though rehabilitation workers might teach these to visually impaired clients.  

6.5  Library staff are often aware of users whose sight is starting to decline, although they would not identify themselves as "disabled".  It seems to us sensible that most library staff should know about the simpler, built in magnifying solutions on PCs so that they can direct users towards these as they might coax readers with failing sight towards large print books rather than lose their custom.  

6.6  There is also a case for a basic check list of commands relating to Supernova or whatever screen reading package is selected.

6.7  However, experience suggests that it is unrealistic to expect all staff to have a sufficient knowledge of Supernova or other screen reading packages to train someone in it in a structured way.  It would be a better use of resources to identify a small number of people in each area who were able to offer training by appointment.

6.8  Potential trainers for the Foyle project felt that the one day's training they had themselves received was not enough, and it was hoped to arrange more for them.  This in itself suggests that quite a lot of training is required for trainers and it would be better to concentrate training within the library service on a small number of "specialists".

6.9  The situation is exacerbated by the fact that there is only a small number of qualified trainers in access technology in Northern Ireland.

6.10  There could well be a role for volunteers here, including accomplished visually impaired IT users.

Recommendation 8.   Inform all staff of basic built in accessibility features in standard packages

Recommendation 9.   Equip all work stations with a list of basic commands for the accessibility features installed.

Recommendation 10.   Build up a pool of qualified trainers in access technology, professional or voluntary, available to offer basic or top up training in libraries by appointment.  This pool should have a good geographical spread, and should include visually impaired users.

7.   Do Public libraries have a role to play?  

7.1  Some people undoubtedly find libraries a safer, less daunting environment than a classroom, especially if they are already library users.  It is open to question whether this is equally valid if you need "different" training.  Eight respondents to our survey said unprompted that they would like a more private setting in which to access IT in a public library.

7.2  Now that the library service has gained greater experience and understanding of the needs of blind and partially sighted people and the value of assistive technology, it is appropriate to review both the equipment and the approach.

7.3  We are certain that there is a demand for accessible IT in public libraries, but it needs first to be analysed and then nurtured.

7.4  There seem to us to be two categories of potential blind or partially sighted  users of IT facilities in public libraries.  Firstly, people who have been visually impaired from a young age and do not generally get their library services by going into library buildings.  They are well aware of the potential of the Internet and the existence of screen reading packages.  They may well have PCs at home, either ones they have bought themselves or equipment purchased and used by other family members.  They are perhaps more likely to be in touch with the social services sector and/or with voluntary agencies and are more likely to seek or demand training from those sectors.  The challenge for the library service in these circumstances is to attract users in once they have been trained elsewhere and offer enough interesting material or advanced training options to retain their patronage.

7.5  The second group, numerically far greater, consists of older people who have enjoyed full vision for most of their lives, but are now experiencing gradual sight loss as a result of common eye conditions such as cataracts or age related macular degeneration.  They may well already have toyed with computer equipment, or even become proficient in its use, while in the library to borrow books or read newspapers.  These people will be lost to the library service if they conclude that there are no accessible books there or no accessible Internet facilities. 

7.6  Potential users will not be lured by the prospect of "learning to use a computer" or "getting to know search engines", but rather by the advantages of on-line shopping or free and immediate correspondence with relatives in Australia.

Recommendation 11.   The Library Service should prepare a programme to promote the use of accessible IT by blind and partially sighted people .  This should take account of differing market segments, such as people blind since birth or childhood and people whose sight is only now starting to deteriorate.  This should be formulated within the context of its general IT development work, as an integral part of the needs of its patrons.  It should combine a level of basic awareness on the part of all staff with the services of specialist trainers.

Recommendation 12.   All training courses in the use of assistive technology, wherever and by who ever they are delivered, should incorporate a visit to the accessible IT facilities in the appropriate local libraries.

8.  References:

* ELFNI TECHNOLOGY FIRST REFRESH: ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY SOLUTION - REVIEW & RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MODIFICATION.  By Brian Conlon, Intelligent Customer Unit, 2005.

**"What's New - Technology",  NB Magazine, RNIB, May 2006,

Appendix 1

Responses to Questionnaire conducted by Working Group members, February/March 2006

51 people took part, 28 from the RNIB Event in Derry [4th March, 2006] , 10 from Enniskillen, 7 from Omagh, 4 from Craigavon, 1 from Downpatrick and 1 received via Peter Craddock.

1. Do you currently use a public library?

Yes  25          No  26

2. If not is there is anything we could do to encourage you?

7 responses

More books for VI people

More large print titles

Transport a problem

Need larger monitors

If I could use a PC I might

Housebound

If access and help to use the internet

3. If your answer was yes did you?

Use IT   4


Borrow audio books
16

Borrow large print books     11

Other

Maps, Newspapers 2, Children’s books with big bold print for visually impaired child of 2, Uses library for children

4. Do you know that libraries provide accessible technology for visually impaired people?

Yes    28      No   23  (11 of these were library users)

5. If so, how did you find out about it?

Social worker   5

Library staff   13

Talking newspapers 4   Word of mouth 4

6. Would you be interested in using the accessible technology provided in the library?

Yes    29        No   21

7. What would encourage you to use library IT?

Better physical layout

3

Staff experienced in accessible technology   20

More private settings   8

Packages other than supernova available   7 (5 specified Jaws)

Updated software 3

Staff aware of guiding etc 1

8. Do you have a computer at home?

Yes 26   No 23

9. What if any assistive technology package do you have? and 10 Do you find the package satisfactory?

Windows Eyes   2   - best for fast internet

Jaws   8  -  all found this satisfactory

Supernova   1 with older version no good

Zoom text   2

None   9 – 2 found Windows XP satisfactory

11. Which age group best describes you?

0 -16


2


both had computers

16 – 25

4
                     2       “           “

26 – 50 

25


15       “          “

50 +           

19


 6
    “          “

Comments from respondents: 

If the library want to increase IT usage by VI people they must build in a yearly update of the software. I can not empathise this enough – it is crucial. 

Housebound reader would like Special Services mobile to supply audio descriptive DVDs and videos.

A magnifying machine to read newspapers

3 comments on the need for bigger monitors

I came to the library to use Supernova and it was not a good experience. Needs to be version 6 – the one I am being taught.

Staff at a library told me to contact RNIB re assistive technology.

[Appendix 1 ends]
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