Progressive Literature for the sightless: 

One out of every three visually handicapped people in the world lives in India - an estimated 13 million visually handicapped people live in India.  Most of them are without education and those who do complete high school find it very tough to continue further. With the emergence of printing press and consequent dependence on the print material for finding variety of the knowledge, the sightless are left far away in the competition. Despite the development of the Braille Script, due to its bulkiness and its spaciousness, one cannot provide good and big books for the sightless.

Keeping this in view, the Indian Association for the Special Education and Rehabilitation (IASER) has started a project with the name of “Progressive literature for the sightless”. Using a computer, a scanner and an OCR (Optical Character Recognition) program, college level books are scanned and made available through CD’s to the blind students. Then, using a special screen reading program called JAWS, the text is read out to them. 

Site visit report- December 2007: 

I visited Delhi for 2 days in December 2007 and took a day out to meet with Mr. Jagdish Chander (or Jags as he is fondly called), the project partner for Progressive Literature for the sightless and a blind  Senior Lecturer (Associate Professor) of Political Science at Hindu College, University of Delhi I was with my family and we had rented a car, so we picked up Jagdish and his personal assistant Babloo from their specified location. Jags wanted to show me the studio that they work out of, so we drove to Rohini, a suburb in North Delhi. The details of this visit are as follows: 

· On the evening of the 29th of December, 2007, I met Jagdish, and his personal assistant, Babloo at Rohini, New Delhi.

· Jags spoke about Lal Advani who founded IASER (Indian Association for the Special Education and Rehabilitation) 

· Lal Advani passed away 2 years ago. He was blind and his wife suffered from polio. He started the afore-mentioned organization at the age of 83. He is considered to be the father of rehabilitation services for the disabled in India. He was an inspiration for Jags, who intends to follow in Lal Advani’s footsteps and is currently writing a biography on Lal Advani’s life.

· Next Jags spoke about the site visit. He said this was not a typical site visit because the direct impact of Asha’s work is not going to be apparent. Generally we visit schools that Asha has funded and we see how the children benefit from our contributions and efforts. However, in this case, over 400 blind students, all over India, benefit from IASERS work, but that will not be so apparent from the site visit. 

· Jag’s brother had a studio in Delhi that he has allowed Jags to use. We reached the studio and Jags started talking about the project. 

· After they got the FCRA clearance, they hired a new employee. Currently the people working on this project fulltime are Ashok and Satish. OP has been handling the project since October 2006. He was full time till February 2007. Now he works part-time, as and when he gets time from his other job. 

· Satish does all the scanning. Ashok is an office assistant. Because the scanning process needs some attention, they need employees who are proficient in English. OP is the highest authority with regard to the project. 

· OCR is the optical corrector recognition program. 

· “Fine reader” is the name of the software used. It is better for text. 

· Scanning 1 book, page by page, takes up the entire day. 

· The pages get scanned into text. Then, it gets sent to Microsoft word. Then they edit it- that takes the most time. (E.g. One of Bipin Chandra’s books were not available so he had to be contacted and they got an old copy from him which had turned yellow. Thus, that was more difficult to edit.)

· They generally convert history and political science books. These books are long and the scanning is very laborious and cumbersome. 

· The Speech program is through screen reading. JAWS is the reader program that they use. 

· While scanning a page, the page number obviously gets scanned with it, but JAWS does not recognize that. Page numbers have to be individually and manually fed in. 

· Once the whole book is edited page by page, they convert it into audio by JAWS. 

· JAWS reads anything in text format. 

· To run such a project, one needs two computers and two scanners. It is estimated that one may need about a dozen books; preferably, reference books or original writings. 

· The plan is to increase the size of this project gradually, by including one computer every year and involving two computer literates for scanning and correction annually. By the third year, we hope that there are four computers and eight computer literates. At the same time, there will be an increase in the output i.e., in the second year, at least 108 books will be scanned and corrected (as compared to 72 books in the first year) and by the third year, this number will increase to 144 books.
· In the U.S., all school level books are required by state laws to get published in text format but India has not made such a provision. It is understood that in the course of these three years, we could manage to provide around 325 books, which otherwise, are neither available nor provided by anybody. If this project yields the desirable output, the society is planning to open a reading room in which interested readers may come and get literature of their choice. We are not planning to distribute literature on Composite Discs as, due to its easy access, it could not get the desired value and majority of the people fail to read the literature. We are interested in quality and if this quality increases in numbers, the project will be even more successful than intended.

· The largest association for the blind is the National Association for the Blind. They have 30 – 35 institutions. The work Jags, Satish and Op do, doesn’t get directly recognized by anyone because all their work gets sent out through NAB. 

· By January 2008, 44 more books had been scanned. Jags gave me a cd of all those scanned books. 

Facilties available- 
· There is currently only one scanner and it is very slow and a very basic model. 

· The quality of scan is very poor and makes editing harder. 

· Delhi has electricity problems. The team requires an inverter for power back up, especially in summers. A battery run charger is required. This costs about 15 to 20 thousand rupees. 

· They have just one computer so 2 people can’t work efficiently at the same time, even though they have 2 employees to do the work. 

· Editing only takes place at the default speed. More resources are required to make the process faster.

· Poor infrastructure and salaries are currently in place. The working conditions are definitely not a good incentive for the team. They are only working for the greater good. 

· They don’t have basic furniture for a good work environment. They have one broken chair and one temporary couch. 

· Op has not been paid his salary for 6-8 months now. 

· This project receives its funding through Asha India. 

