Progressive literature for the sightless project:

Books in e-text format to be used by blind readers.

What is an e-text and what is screen-reading software?

An e-text is a reading material available in a MS Word, PDF, HTML or note-pad format. Once the printed matter is converted into e-text format and made available in anyone of these programs mentioned here, it can be accessed by a blind reader through what is called screen reading program. A screen-reading program enables a blind user of computers through voice output. It converts the text on the screen into speech output. Through the use of a screen-reading program, a blind user has the power of accessing the matter available on a computer screen by listening to it. The advent of computers and the innovation of screen reading programs have revolutionized the access of the information to the blind people. Through the use of a screen-reading program, a blind user of a computer is as independent as a sighted user would be for the most part. Anything available in a text format (excluding the graphics) is accessible to a blind computer user through a screen reading program.

Progress of the project during the first year of the current (1st) phase:

We launched this project in October 2006 and have made a modest progress by scanning 41 books and making them available in e-text format in a year’s time. These 41 books contain over ten thousand pages. This year we plan to scan double number of pages.

The purpose of scanning these books and converting them into e-text format is to make them available into a readable format by the blind students to enable them to have equal opportunities to access books which are available to their sighted counter-parts. This ensures their complete independence as far as the access to the books are concerned, something which they were completely deprived off before the advent of the screen reading software’s. The availability of these books in a readable format by the blind students makes them highly independent and participants in the growth of the knowledge in our increasingly knowledge based society.

The books are scanned and edited in a MS Word format. Once these printed books are converted into Word format, these books can be accessed by a blind reader through a screen reading software or could also be printed in Braille through a Braille printer. A book prepared in a MS Word format enables a blind reader to access it by providing him all kinds of options that a sighted person could have while going through a Word document like jumping from page to page, heading to heading, Para to Para or looking for a phrase or a name by using the ‘find command’ or jumping to a specified page number by using the ‘go to page command’. These are the options which a blind reader did not have while listening to the books in the traditional format of books on audio tapes, the production of which was relatively a much more cumbersome and slow process.

What kinds of books are scanned and who are the beneficiaries?

The books which have been selected for scanning are basically include books on social sciences, particularly history and political science, the subjects which are studied most by blind students at higher education level. While the primary targets of the beneficiaries of these books are basically the blind students at the undergraduate and post-graduate levels, most of them are also going to be of interests and use by students appearing in competitive exams for jobs like civil services; clerical and school teacher’s jobs etc. In addition to them, they would also be of use for general readers of social science subjects, scholars engaged in research, teachers teaching in the universities, colleges and even at the school level. So, the books converted into e-text format under this project are the books which are going to be used by a variety of blind readers coming from various types of background, particularly the blind students pursuing higher education starting from college students to research students.

What is the vision of the project?

With the support of Asha Cleveland, we have been able to make a humble beginning of this project since the end of 2006 and revive the IASER after a prolonged period of inertia. With the support during this year, we would be able to procure the required basic infrastructure and double the production of the books into a readable format. With the anticipated support from Asha Cleveland in the next year, we plan to increase the production of books in e-text format by at lease two times more of the number of books to be produced this year. 

We plan to execute this project in three phases. As mentioned earlier that during the first year of the launching of the project under the current phase, i.e. the first phase, we prepared 41 books during the first year of the launching of the project from October 2006 to October 2007 and we plan to double the production of books in this format by the end of this year, the second year of the launching of the project. During the 2nd and 3rd phase of the project, we plan to introduce two new elements in order to make it a full-fledged project of library cum computer training center for blind students along with doubling the production level of e-text books, which is going to be three times more of the number of books produced during the first year of the launching of the project. Two new proposed elements of this project in the 2nd and the third phase planned to be launch in the year 2009 and 2010 include the introduction of a computer training center and recording of books into a Digital Access Information System format respectively. 

Phase 2, setting up a computer-training center: 

After achieving the target of doubling the production of books into e-text format during this year (2008), during the next year (2009), we plan to increase the production of books in e-text format three times of what we achieved during the first year (2007). Along with the production of books into e-text format, which will always continue, we plan to set up a computer training center for blind students during the phase two of the project starting from the beginning of the next year (2009).  

Why do we need a computer-training center to impart computer training to blind students?

Although, several children of the current generation of blind children studying in school currently have an access to the computer literacy as a part of school curriculum, most students who have graduated from schools so far, particularly those from the residential schools meant only for blind children have been deprived of the opportunity to learn computer. At this point, there is a sizable number of blind children studying in colleges happen to have an access to the computer literacy, there are still a good number of them who have been deprived of this opportunity. Therefore, in order to enable those students to be the beneficiaries of this project it is important that every blind student has an opportunity to learn computer. 

There is a computer-training center run by the National Association for the blind located in South Delhi. This Center imparts training blind students to use computers in Delhi, but there is no such computer-training center in North Delhi. So, there is a strong need for one such computer-training center in North Delhi. Therefore, we plan to acquire at least three more computers in order to open a computer training center to train those who do not have knowledge of computer and would like to use these books that we have converted in the second phase of the project by the end of the next year. During the time, when these computers are not being used for the purpose of the library training, they could be used by the blind students to read these books.

Third phase, introducing the recording of books into Digital Access Information System:

In the third phase of the project, we plan to initiate recording books into the Digital Access Information System (DAISY) format. Why do we need the books in a DAISY format?

DAISY is a format in which books are recorded manually in a human voice in a special digitized format. These books recorded in the human voice, can be played with a computer or a special MP3 player which gives multiple options to those reading by listening to access the books through multiple options like jumping from heading to heading or page to page. The difference between the e-text prepared in a Word format through scanning and a DAISY book is that in case of an e-text, it is read through a screen reading software which has a synthesized voice while a DAISY book is recorded in a human voice and can be heard through that human voice. Listening an e-text through screen reading software is fine for social science or any science book, but one would not like to read a novel or a literature book through the synthesized voice and might like to listen in a human voice. The process of recording Daisy books, involves a long time and is a time consuming process, but we need those books in that format too, which we plan to take up in the third phase of the project, which we plan to start in the beginning of year 2010 as a part of the third phase of the project. Thus, by the end of 2010, we plan to have a full-fledged book production center as well as the computer training cum library for blind students to read books in e-text as well as DAISY format.

What is the expectation from Asha Cleveland to make this vision possible?

It is said that “the first step is always the most important step of any journey”. With the support from Asha Cleveland, we were able to bring the IASER into action after a prolonged inertia following the passing away of its founding member. Mr. Lal Advani. The support during the first year of the project, enable us to get the project started and make a beginning to establish the bear minimum infrastructure for the current and the future projects to be taken up by IASER. The anticipated support of Rs. 2,50,000 (2 lakh fifty thousand rupees) during this year will help us to complete the required infrastructural needs and maintain the existing staff members during the current year. An anticipated support of similar amount during the next year will enable us to double the production of books in e-text format next year as the cost of the infrastructural needs will be highly minimized and we can hire one more staff member. At the same time, efforts will be made to arrange funding from alternative sources from the beginning of the next year to launch a computer-training center next year followed by a launching of the DAISY recording system in the year 2010.

