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The Homai Special Formats Library, which is part of the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind, is the only one of its kind in New Zealand. It is operated by me and two part-time staff. The Library presently has 568 members and 25,000 titles on its catalogue.
These titles are available principally in braille, large print and e-text files.
The Library is situated on campus at the Blind and Low Vision Education Network of New Zealand (BLENNZ) campus, in Manurewa, Auckland. The Library operates as a school library for the campus and also as a distribution centre for resources in accessible formats to children and young adults throughout New Zealand.
We work very closely with the Resource Teachers of Vision employed by BLENNZ who interact with the students and liaise with the Library on their requirements. The library staff, then send out resources from our shelves or organise to have the resources produced by the production team at the RNZFB.
The Library itself has changed dramatically over the last 4-5 years both in it’s physical appearance and location and the collections it holds, which are tied in with technology offered by the Library and technology accessed by students in their own environments.
Four years ago the Library did not even have computers for use by the students. The audio on offer was in the form of cassettes and bulky talking book players. We were housed in an old creaking classroom at the back of the campus. 

We now have computers, pre-recorded MP3 players, iPads and a DAISY player all in a brand new Library.
We are also now able to offer e-text files in Word, HTML, Plain Text and membership to Bookshare.

What happened in between? Well I guess you could call it a digital driving journey. Up hills and down, with lots of corners.
Each week at the Library the teenagers who attend classes at two local high schools, Manurewa High and James Cook High School and who also live at the onsite Nikau Hostel, come to the Library after school for a session to exchange books and learn about things such as information literacy. They were getting bored… how could they be extended without feeling that they were still at school…
Not easy to do without computers. So began the scavenger hunt for CPU’s, monitors and desks. We “begged, stole and borrowed” so that we had three computers for use by anyone who visited the Library.
JAWS was loaded onto one of them.

Teenagers on a Thursday afternoon now research for homework, play music from YouTube, talk to their friends on Facebook and exchange books. Just like every other teen who visits a public Library after school. With help from the friendly Librarians of course!

In 2008 the audio cassette collection development at Homai had virtually come to a standstill with the anticipation of DAISY and much discussion about which direction the children’s audio collection should proceed. At this time the DAISY titles that were planned to be come available were only those converted from analogue audio files recorded by the RNZFB. Only having those to offer would have left a huge gap in the collection, that filled by commercial cassettes of which we had quite a number.
When I was still working in public libraries I had seen a device called “Playaway” – a pre-recorded MP3 player that I felt could be a suitable replacement. Playaways hold one title on them. The first Playaways, ten of them, were purchased in late 2009 for a trial to be held with library members on campus at the beginning of the school year in 2010.
This trial was a resounding success with the students finding them easy to use and useful as a recreational tool for school and home.

They are portable, small, look like an iPod, used mostly with ear buds and everyone wanted one. Very cool!!! Bulky talking book machines were on their way out …fast!!
Thanks to the Marketing and Fundraising Department at the RNZFB we now have 636 titles. They range from Geronimo Stilton to Shakespeare. We don’t need to worry about shelving for them as they race out the door!! 
With the money raised being for a Children’s Digital Library this also gave us the opportunity to look at other ways that could be used to access the growing technology that is e-books.
I looked at Kindles, Kobo’s and Sony e-Readers but none of them were suitable for our kids.

I wasn’t sure what direction to go in until someone showed me an iPad and what it could do. I was completely hooked.

Here was a device with built in accessibility. Not only could it be used as an e-book reader, but also to access the Internet and fantastic apps. for all ages and abilities.

We managed to get a trial of three iPad one’s from Apple Australia for a month in February 2011. We trialled them with classes at the school ranging from kids in wheelchairs with multiple disabilities to high school kids. We also demonstrated them to teachers in the school downloading sensory apps, picture books and e-books. The RNZFB also hooked one of them up to a Braille Note which admittedly needed tweaking, but it worked!
The trial was a success and 4 iPad 2’s were purchased in June 2011. They are for use in the Library only and have been extremely popular. We all learn more about their capabilities regularly with feedback from users and forums through the BLENNZ website.

In the meantime with all this happening the DAISY catalogue was growing and from December 2011 students were invited to take advantage of the offer of a long term loan of a DAISY player from the RNZFB. A profile is created for a student and the system then sends out a CD burnt with approximately 6 titles for use with the player.
On return the process begins again. 
So what’s happened to hard copy Braille and Large Print books?????  I hear you thinking. Did we throw them all out when we moved? Absolutely not!
We still have them and the collections are still growing. Literacy cannot be achieved without learning to read first.

In the Playaways collection we have a number of titles that are studied in schools and can be used alongside the Braille and Large print copies. 

I believe that the iPads use in the Library has encouraged a number of students and teachers to apply for funding for this device. We are able to email e-text files of novels and school journals which can then be accessed on the iPad. Hard copies in braille and large print can also be provided for use alongside the iPad.

The DAISY player too has opened up access to a larger collection of titles. The player has a number of different functions under the guise of simple or advanced mode. Despite the use of a mask on the player a large number of students have mastered advance mode in record time. This enables them to bookmark chapters and even paragraphs.

They are able to download titles onto the hard drive. They can listen to homework, notes and e-books downloaded to a USB stick when plugged into the player.

Once again these can be used in conjunction with hard copy and tactile diagrams.
The RNZFB recently offered a year’s free membership to Bookshare to members, which has been taken up enthusiastically by some of our students. Again these are electronic files are available as Braille-Ready Formatted files, or as DAISY text files, which can be played on the DAISY players issued to the students. They are also ideal for someone with a refreshable Braille display and have synthetic speech. 

While all of this was happening we moved into the brand new BLENNZ Campus building in September 2011, which has given us much more exposure with the Library being situated right at the main entrance. We can show off our new technology and house the books in purpose built conditions. Our visitor’s statistics have also doubled.

All of this has changed the options for requests from the Library. The conversations we have with RTV’s and production staff are no longer only about availability. Electronic or e-text files play a large part in this. We need to ask questions about which file works with which device and whether the hard copy text or tactile diagrams as well would also be desirable. Electronic files can be used by one student with synthetic voice, another by magnification and by a third with an electronic braille display. The choices that the students make with their technology and how these interact with what we are able to offer is a continuing learning curve for us.
Choice in learning styles is a part of life for everyone. Why not our kids. We will continue to grow and learn on our journey
Where will it take us next? That’s a good question.
Thank you.
