
Web-Based Alternative Format Production

Introduction

The Association for the Blind of WA and the Vision Education Services unit of the WA Department of Education and Training currently provide alternative format materials to Western Australians.  However these involve a process of procuring content, sending it to the institution, and waiting while production is scheduled within the limited opening hours and human and technical resources that are available.
A purely user-driven system of producing such material in accessible formats has not been made available anywhere in Australia to date.   There are commercial production models in countries such as the USA, but they do not provide materials in the DAISY or Braille formats that enable people with print disabilities to make best use of the information.

In 2011 the Association for the Blind of WA received funding through a Social Innovation Grant to establish an accessible, user-driven, web-based alternative format production service that will improve access to information for people with print disabilities in Western Australia and throughout the world.

An Innovative Approach
The project is innovative because it harnesses and then expands on technologies and current Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 trends to be:

· available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and 365 days a year

· completely user-driven

· targeted specifically at making accessible to people with disabilities in their chosen format information that is generally dynamic, current, topical and time-specific and not typically captured in lending library collections

· platform independent and requiring no specialist software to be acquired or installed by users

Benefitting Consumers and the Community
By developing the service consumers and the community will benefit through:
· The increased availability in accessible formats of “daily living” information where currency is critical to assist people’s connection to and participation in their community

· Rapid response to the need for format conversion

· The continuous availability of an alternative format production service that can be accessed from anywhere that the Internet is available

Consumers will be significantly empowered by this project, because of its emphasis on being purely user-driven and available 24 hours per day and 7 days per week with no specialist software or skills required.

What’s more Western Australians with print disabilities will be able to access conversion services for information in alternative formats without being registered with specialist support organisations, in a straightforward and convenient manner.

This means of provision not only extends to the quantity and type of information available in accessible formats, but also embeds the mechanism into mainstream processes providing an integrated, Universal Access approach.

Project Stages

The service is being developed over four stages between May 2011 and June 2013.
Stage One: (May 2011 – June 2012)

A web site with back end software is being developed which will receive uploads of document files (Word, RTF, and PDF) analyse them for content and navigation points, and then convert them into downloadable:
· DAISY digital audio books (with included iTunes and Windows Media Player playlists), using non-human voice and/or

· Braille master files

Note - this is a static / batch processing function.

Stage Two: (July 2012 – December 2012)

Software modifications / enhancements are undertaken so that the audio material can be provided as a live progressive audio stream rather than the completed work.  Therefore users are not required to wait for processing to complete, but can with minimal delay start to access the information submitted, thereby maximising its relevance to them if time critical or where the attention span for the information is relatively short.

Stage Three: (January 2013 – June 2013)

HTML or similar code is developed and made freely available that a web developer can insert on a web page to enable a visitor to a web site to “hear” a document by clicking on an icon next to it (which sends it to the web site developed in Stages One and Two and commences the streamed reading of it in the user’s browser with minimal delay).

As a result organisations will no longer need to individually and separately make available accessible versions of all their documents on all their web sites and keep the versions in sync with text copies.  All that would be necessary is for the organisations to host a suitable text version and the processing into audio can be done dynamically on demand with the efficiencies that result from using a centralised specialist service.

Stage Four: (February 2013 – June 2013)

The feasibility of extending the project to include conversion of material into and production into foreign languages is investigated (the languages will be selected from the ones prioritised by the Disability Services Commission of WA) for wider community and international application.

A deeper understanding of the requirements for providing culturally and linguistically diverse material is developed, so that the feasibility and specifications of a future project to address this need are known.

Complementing Existing Services
The proposed innovative service is not a replacement for a team of personnel with the specialist skills needed to carry out alternative format production in audio (DAISY) and Braille, especially for complex source material.

However by automating the conversion of routine documents and information, the scarce experience and technical abilities of Braille and audio production staff can be directed at the conversion of more complex and sophisticated materials.

The combination of automation and specialisation will significantly increase output capacity for a given set of resources, and the additional time that can be spent on more complex information will further enhance those specialist skills because they are able to be used more frequently.

If the content being converted is material that is in the public domain and of interest to other Western Australians it can be added to the Association’s collection and catalogue of digital accessible materials.

The project will significantly develop the web and programming skills of Western Australians, as well as the skills required to produce materials in DAISY and Braille in this State.

These are transferable to the Association’s parallel Digital Library project, which has rapidly developed to become the most significant project of its type in the southern hemisphere and continues to grow internationally. 

The skills are also marketable internationally.

Value For Money

The web-based alternative format production service represents value for money because for the cost of operating an alternative format production service such as the Association’s for nine months, the State will acquire:

· A dramatically increased capacity to make information available in accessible formats for the benefit of all Western Australians

· A long term resource that will continue to provide services nationally and internationally, including the potential generation of export income

· Automated production processes resulting in better utilisation of scarce skilled human resources

· An international reputation for service innovation

