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Abstract
The Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind has provided an Adaptive Technology education service for blind and low vision adults in New Zealand for many years.
A review of this service was conducted in 2012.
This review identified a number of challenges for Adaptive Technology education, including the rapid pace of technological change in both mainstream and adaptive technology, and the growing demand from print disabled adults to continue accessing information.  
This paper provides an overview of the RNZFB Adaptive Technology service. It identifies some key challenges related to the provision of Adaptive Technology education for adults and initiatives under consideration by the RNZFB to address these challenges.

Overview of the Adaptive Technology education service provided to blind and low vision adults by the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind

The Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind (RNZFB) is the main service provider for blind and low vision New Zealanders.
There are 11,500 members registered with the RNZFB. Registration occurs when New Zealand residents, in the opinion of a registered ophthalmologist or optometrist, have a visual acuity not exceeding 6/24 in the better eye with corrective lenses, or serious limitations in the field of vision, generally not greater than 20 degrees in the widest diameter in the better eye. 

Those qualifying for registration with the Foundation are referred to as members. In 2003 the name of the organisation was changed from The Royal New Zealand Foundation FOR the Blind to the Royal New Zealand Foundation OF the Blind. Since that time the Foundation has been governed by its members. Members actively receiving rehabilitation services are known as clients.
The RNZFB predominantly relies on funding from the charity dollar though it does receive some government funding for services. 

The RNZFB has been delivering instruction in reading and writing since the late 1800s. Initially this was through braille and touch typing instruction and more recently through the introduction of adaptive technology. There has always been a mix of local instruction where possible supported by distance learning.

The Adaptive Communications Service started in the 1980s. In the early days of this service, instructors provided instruction in braille, touch typing and a small range of adaptive technology devices such as the Kurzweil stand-alone print scanner, Keynote computers, the Optacon, VersaBraille and Closed Circuit Televisions (now known as electronic video magnifiers).

As adaptive technology advanced, the service evolved to meet the growing demand from members.  Adaptive Communications Instructors began delivering holistic assessments and instruction across a wide range of adaptive technology options. Instruction was provided in member’s homes, at RNZFB centres, in community settings and work places. 
The RNZFB’s Adaptive Technology Service was created in the early 2000s. Adaptive Technology Consultant positions were created to provide funded assessments and training for working members and those undertaking tertiary studies. The consultants also provided awareness training and consultancy around general accessibility and accessible web design. 
An Adaptive Technology classroom was set up in Awhina House (the RNZFB centre in Auckland) and then a classroom was also established in Wellington. Adaptive Technology Instructor positions were created to provide group training to members wanting to learn to use a computer with adaptive software. Short courses of instruction based around the needs of specific members were also provided several times a year in various parts of the country according to demand.

An Adaptive Technology Help Desk was set up to provide assistance by phone or email to members needing help with their adaptive technology. This national service was based in the Auckland office. 

In September 2011 the Adaptive Communications and Adaptive Technology Services were combined into one service, the Adaptive Communications/ Adaptive Technology Service. 
This service enables adult members of the RNZFB to develop skills in adaptive communications and adaptive technology to enhance study, vocational and independent living opportunities. This includes reading, writing, communicating, access to and management of information in the member’s preferred format(s).

Services outside the education curriculum are provided to child members of the RNZFB on a case by case basis.

Requests for service come from members living throughout New Zealand. In the 2012 calendar year, clients receiving Adaptive Technology services ranged in age from 7 years to 99 years.
The service is mostly funded from the charity dollar, with some minor external funding for assessments or training specific to individual clients.  Government funding for Adaptive Technology training is limited to clients in employment or undertaking tertiary studies or those who have experienced vision loss due to an accident.
Individual assessments are provided for clients and this frequently leads to a training programme. Clients have a range of literacy levels and educational backgrounds. Technical expertise ranges from novice to expert.

Training programmes are provided in RNZFB centres, client’s homes, community settings, work places or tertiary institutes.  Instructors work with clients individually, in small groups, via distance training or through a combination of the above. 
Programmes can vary from a single session, a short programme with weekly or fortnightly sessions over several months, through to a longer programme that may run up to a year or more as in the case of a client with no previous experience learning to use a computer with adaptive software.

Training programmes may use standard RNZFB instructional programmes, programmes from other providers or be customised to meet the specific needs for an individual.

These programmes might include:

· Braille

· Braille Displays

· Keyboarding

· Video Magnifiers

· Computer Screen enhancements

· Screen Magnification

· Screen Readers

· Computer programmes such as Windows and MS Office

· Scanning Software and Hardware

· Accessible mobile phones 

· Electronic Note taking devices (including braille)

· Operation of a braille embosser

· Digital Recorders

· Apple devices

· Operation of accessible GPS hardware and software
Staff members are based in the 7 main RNZFB centres - Auckland, Wellington, Hamilton, Palmerston North, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin. 
Key challenges facing the RNZFB in providing Adaptive Technology education in 2013 and beyond
In order for the RNZFB to provide a consistent, cost effective and sustainable service for delivering adaptive technology education throughout New Zealand, a number of challenges need to be addressed. 

Key challenges identified include geography, demand, complexity and resourcing.
Geography

The geography of New Zealand is long and narrow with some remote regions. The population is relatively small at 4.5 million. New Zealand has irregular public transport in many areas outside the main population centres.
From a resourcing perspective it is more efficient to provide training to clients at our RNZFB centres where instructors are based. Clients based in remote locations, however, often find it difficult and expensive to travel to RNZFB centres for service, particularly if multiple visits are required. Many clients experience difficulty if they have to transfer skills to their own technology environment, e.g. from a classroom computer to their own computer.

It is challenging to resource a domiciliary service that leads to good outcomes for clients. This is particularly so for those living in remote regions and requiring extended training programmes. The service is strongly outcome focused and meeting the challenge of delivering service in an appropriate environment and manner for each individual is a key priority.
Demand

Demand from RNZFB members for Adaptive Technology training is continually increasing. A number of factors are influencing this.
The rapid pace of change in adaptive technology, and technology in general, means recurring requests for assessments and training as members update existing software and hardware and purchase new hardware. Accessible mainstream technology such as the iOS product suite is providing new options for blind and low vision people and new training requirements.
Members are following the current trend of changing jobs more often which often necessitates training with new or different adaptive technology.
Significantly more of the older RNZFB members want to use Adaptive Technology for the first time. With the ageing population demographic and the growing desire of people to maintain independence in communication and access to information, whatever their age, this trend is expected to accelerate.
The growing demand for adaptive technology education is very positive. The challenge is to meet this demand in a manner that facilitates clients to achieve their goals when resourcing may not be able to keep pace with the rate of growth.
Complexity

There are also challenges relating to providing services to clients with complex needs, e.g. deafblind clients, those with significant development delay, head injuries due to accidents or age related health issues. It is vital to deliver this service as adaptive technology may be the primary means of communication and information access for clients with complex needs. However significant resourcing is generally required to deliver the extended training programmes needed. Additional complexity occurs when the clients have on-going health issues that cause interruptions to their training.

Resourcing
With the rapidly changing technology environment, the time required for staff to keep up to date with the changes in adaptive technology in order to effectively assess and provide training to clients continues to increase. 
Balancing the development needs of staff with the requirements of on-going service delivery is a big challenge, as is having up to date and appropriate training resources.

Over the years the RNZFB has developed a number of adaptive training resources for both group and individual training programmes. Time spent developing these resources reduces the time available for client assessment and instruction. The rapid pace of technological change and the ever growing demand for service means that there is now limited capacity to continually develop new training resources across the range of low vision and blindness technologies. Whilst there are a number of public domain training resources available, these are not suitable for all learners, particularly those who are new to adaptive technology. 
Strategies to address key challenges including collaborative initiatives between providers
The RNZFB has considered a number of strategies to address the key challenges identified. Initiatives related to peer support, volunteers, group training and collaboration are discussed below.
Peer Support
There is a wealth of experience and expertise with adaptive technology within the RNZFB membership. A number of members have indicated their desire and willingness to act in a peer support role for other members learning to use adaptive technology. 
Examples of situations where peer support is already in place include buddy systems for new learners and email interest groups for different aspects of adaptive technology and some group training courses.

A pilot of peer support for instructor led training programmes is currently underway with promising results to date.  The role of the member providing peer support in this situation is to reinforce the training delivered by the instructor.
Results to date indicate success in terms of supporting motivation and developing confidence. Indications are that it will assist clients to progress more rapidly, particularly if peer support can be provided for clients in remote areas where instructors are not able to visit regularly.  It has potential also for those who can’t travel to an RNZFB centre or who have difficulty transferring skills from one environment to another.
Email groups provide very valuable support for some members but don’t work for all. An initiative being considered is that of member led support forums. These would be held in RNZFB centres and also offered in virtual environments. The client would undergo initial training with an instructor. Once reaching an appropriate level, the client would be offered the opportunity to join a member-led forum for reinforcement of learning and peer support.

Volunteers

RNZFB has approximately 2000 volunteers who carry out a huge range of tasks including reading on a Telephone Information Service, providing sighted guide assistance in walking groups, delivering talking book machines and much, much more.
In some areas there are volunteers who have become an integral part of the RNZFB and have been providing support to members for many years. Often these volunteers are keen to assist local members to continue their education or gain independence in the community. 
There are several volunteers who have informally provided adaptive technology assistance to members and supported instructor led programmes. We would like to see this support become more widespread. 
It is important that the volunteer’s role is clearly defined and that volunteers have the required competencies to fulfil the role. The volunteer role would be complementary to the training provided by an instructor. It is envisaged that a formal training programme would be put in place for such volunteers and that RNZFB staff members would provide on-going supervision.
Group Training
Historically the RNZFB has provided regular 10 week group training programmes in the Auckland regional office to teach clients to use Adaptive Technology.  Group training has also been provided in some of the other RNZFB centres on a less regular basis.

Whilst meeting the needs of some participants, this approach is no longer the most effective way to meet current and anticipated member needs, both in terms of volume, demand and range of need.   

An important consideration also is that members are now requesting more flexibility both in terms of the timing and length of courses and the range of courses offered. Members outside the Auckland region are requesting the option of group training in their own region.

A modular approach to group training is currently being trialled. This involves short, well defined programmes ranging from novice to advanced level. Clients can attend an introductory course and then consolidate learning before moving onto a more advanced course, or move straight from one to the next.

This modular approach allows the service to be more responsive to member demand, to offer a wider range of courses including newer technologies and to manage instructor resource more efficiently.

Initial feedback from clients has indicated that this approach is proving effective.
Once the pilot is complete and has been evaluated it is anticipated that similar group training will be provided in other regions throughout the country, including areas without RNZFB offices. 

Collaboration
The RNZFB is keen to explore opportunities for collaboration with community organisations and other blindness agencies.
SeniorNet provides non-profit computer and Internet education for older adults and seniors in New Zealand. It has been instrumental in bringing the world of technology to older people. Given the fact that 52 percent of RNZFB members are over the age of eighty, it makes sense to investigate a collaborative initiative with SeniorNet to support member learning for seniors in their local regions. This could have significant benefits for members as SeniorNet has over 85 branches in New Zealand and has been able to reach the smaller towns.
In addition it could, in some instances, be a way of finding volunteers to provide a support service to members. SeniorNet volunteers could assist members with updating antivirus software and other computer-related needs that do not directly relate to adaptive technology.  These general IT related needs are outside the scope of the RNZFB service. If members’ computers are not well maintained they may become unreliable which in turn can impact on the delivery of training. 

Developing suitable training resources across the range of services provided has been highlighted as a growing challenge for a small team in a rapidly changing technology environment.

In the past the RNZFB has, with permission, adapted courses from other agencies such as Project Assist with Windows, Iowa Department for the Blind and the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind (RVIB).

Other blindness agencies have developed and continue to develop a number of resources for their own clients. The RNZFB would be keen to work alongside these other agencies to share existing resources rather than each agency creating their own. 

Other possible collaborative initiatives that the RNZFB would like to explore include the co-development of new resources, sharing of teaching strategies and possibly staffing exchanges to enhance learning opportunities.
Summary
This paper has outlined a number of challenges facing the RNZFB in the delivery of Adaptive Technology education. Possible initiatives for addressing these challenges have been discussed.
The RNZFB is keen to work collaboratively with other agencies for the mutual benefit of the blind and low vision people to whom we provide Adaptive Technology education.
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