Challenges for Electronic Text Stakeholder Groups

On October 4, 2004, more than 35 representatives from groups involved in use or provision of alternate format textbook materials met in Princeton, New Jersey, to begin a national discussion on the value and possibility of a national materials repository.   These statements were prepared to inform that discussion.                                       

Blind and Low Vision Student Problems by George Kerscher
Mike, a fictitious character, is a junior in a four-year college program. He has transferred in from a two year junior college. He has juvenile onset Retinitis Pigmentosa, which started to affect his vision in his early teens. He went through a gradual degeneration of his vision over a ten year period. This gradual degeneration first affected his ability to read quickly. Next he started to use large print and magnification. Finally he could not use his remaining vision to read. He turned to technology to meet his reading needs. This short document describes his problems accessing print from his perspective.

My name is Mike, and I was asked to write a short description of the problems I have accessing print. I guess my view of this is a little different, because I have gone through many different stages over the past ten years. I will try to present the issues from those stages.

 When I first started to lose my vision, I could use low vision aides, like closed circuit TV (CCTV for reading. The CCTV was OK, but it was very slow to read. These are also fairly expensive, about $3,000 and they are only available at my home (thanks Mom and Dad) and at the library at school. Of course, with this technology, you are not using alternatives to print, you are using the print book itself.

Once I could no longer use the book directly, I entered the world of alternative formats. Fortunately, my parents helped me identify blind and low vision specialists, because the school did not have any other blind students and did not know how best to help me. 

I was informed about Recording For the Blind & Dyslexic (RFB&D) and The Library for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS) These materials were great, especially while I still had some vision. I could follow along in the print book and the layout of the book helped me understand what was going on. At first, these were on 4-track tapes, but now RFB&D has changed over to the DAISY format. This really helps, because now I am not carrying around a ton of tapes and I can navigate through the digital audio book.   The school was reluctant to buy one of the digital players for me, , so my parents bought one, again thanks Mom and Dad.    My folks figured they had to do this anyway, because the school was not going to let me take the player home; pretty dumb I'd say! 

 While I was in high school, this worked pretty well, and most of the time the recordings were available from RFB&D.   However, some of the time the identical edition of the book was not available and I had to use the previous edition. I was told that there was not enough difference between the two editions to justify the cost of producing that edition; only a few pages changed. You could still see the differences and it made it a little more difficult. 

I started to work more and more with assistive technology and found that I had a good aptitude for computers and screen readers. This is a good thing, because this opened a new world of access to information. I should say that it takes a really long time to learn how to use a computer with a screen reader and that most software does not work properly. You must find the software that actually works and use that. Another thing that a screen reader user must be aware of is that many companies make claims of accessibility, but they are not really usable. Of course, I started browsing the Internet and found that some pages worked well, and sites that didn't follow the Web Accessibility Guidelines could be pretty bad and even impossible to use, but back to print issues.

 What I found was that using a computer made reading an interactive experience. You move around in the text and control the whole way you read. I also installed the digital DAISY books I received from RFB&D, which is a lot easier than inserting a CD for each book.    However, the RFB&D books do not have full text. they have the navigation to headings and pages, which is absolutely essential, but the text is the thing that controls the fine grain interactive nature of reading. 

 I should also say something about the types of books that work well with human recordings and which work well with just text. If you have anything like a story, the human recordings are great. Most of the time, the reader puts inflection in the read, but sometimes they do a flat read and this gets fairly boring. I find the materials that have long complicated items or something that needs to be manipulated the most difficult.   Mathematical materials are a good example of this. It seems that listening to a person reading mathematics just goes in one ear and out the other. People also read the same mathematical expression in different ways.    It would be best if the mathematical materials would be in some kind of machine readable format that would allow the kind of interaction I get using text, but this is not available yet. 

When I finished high school, I started to look at various colleges. I decided to go to a local junior college. They had a person in charge of accessibility issues at the college. I met with this person before my first semester and she outlined the things that needed to be addressed. We talked about getting around campus, introduction to teachers, specialized procedures for testing, and then we addressed the issues of accessing print. Of course we first turned to RFB&D for textbooks, but  not every title was available from RFB&D.   She explained that the college would provide a scanner in the library for me.   She said that the college's accommodation was to make the scanner available and it was my responsibility to make my own books. She said that this was a common practice at colleges around the country. 

My first week of school found me in the library all hours just scanning books. While other students were studying or going out and having fun, there I was scanning my books.    Besides that, the books did not scan well. Sure the simple novels and things like that are fine, but as soon as you get into complex books, the text was all jumbled up.    I found it extremely difficult to organize the scanned materials. I would scan 50 pages at a time and then go into the text files and try to figure out where the beginning of the chapter was. We are talking about huge time consuming things.   I decided that this college was not right for me and found a four year school that has better services for students with disabilities.

At the school I am at now, the college will scan books for me, which is a much better service. They tell me to purchase the book, bring in my receipt, and then they cut the book apart and run it through a high speed scanner. Of course, I cannot sell the book back to the bookstore after the semester, because it is trashed.   They give me a single file in Microsoft Word format. They tell me this because they use workstudy students and Microsoft word is the only software these students know. They also tell me that sometimes they can get the files from publishers, and they also ask for Microsoft Word, because it allows them to use just one format.   Have you ever tried to use a word processor for reading? Holy cow, it just doesn't work. How do you get to the beginning of the chapter? How do you go to a certain page? Search for 37 and you get that number in text, search again and it starts from the beginning again, so you have to count how many times you do another search. For get it! First thing I do is convert it to text and use something more powerful.    I just feel sorry for the other students with disabilities who don't know how to use more powerful software.    Another thing is that the DSS office does not put in any descriptions of the images, graphs, charts, or pictures.    They don't go through the scanned materials and check for OCR errors, nor do they reorder layout recognition errors.    All in all, the quality of what is provided is so poor that it makes taking the courses that much more difficult.   I find the leaders in the DSS office to be very helpful and friendly and I have brought the quality and format issue up.    I have rocked the boat a little, but I don't want to push too hard and find that I get no services at all.    They have said that they are required to make the course materials accessible, but just accessible and nothing more.    The DSS office apparently does not need to create equal access, they have a responsibility to make it merely accessible; this gets them off the hook from lawsuits. 

I have to use the library at the university as well. Here the policy is much the same as with the junior college. They have a scanner and if I want something, I have to scan it myself.   Of course, if the library required reading is in the course syllabus, I can check out the book, trek across campus, give it to the DSS office, come back two days later, get the files, get the book, and return it to the library.    What this really amounts to is scan it yourself. 

What I have found out is that successful blind students are self-reliant. They must take care of themselves. This is a good thing to know in life. You can use RFB&D or the DSS office, but the bottom line is to be self-sufficient. In this regard, I have started to use two other approaches. I have taken the books I have scanned and turned them over to Bookshare.org. I thought about turning over the scanned books that the DSS office gave me, but they said that I could not copy or redistribute the books I have.   I have only found a few scanned books that I need for my college courses at Bookshare.org. 

I have started to contact publishers directly for their files. AFB has a list of contacts from various publishers on their Web site. This is great and very helpful.   However, all this emailing to publishers is very time consuming, reminiscent of scanning your own book.   Some of the
publishers have a Web form that I can use and try to get the book.   Sometimes, they do not allow direct access by students and they make you go through the DSS office.    It seems that in my communication with publishers they really push the PDF format. They normally say that they can provide this. I have used PDF on many occasions.   I have found that about 70% of the PDF will be somewhat accessible. the other 30% is just not useable at all.    Of the 70% that can be used, the level of functionality is very bad. I can normally read by line and that is about it.    There is no navigation to heading or to pages either.   The other format that seems to be available is Microsoft Word; I guess this is just a common denominator;,   I have commented before about the problems of usability of using word processors for reading. 

I think that I have covered most of the highlights about the problems I encounter accessing print; they told me to keep this short and to the point.   I don't like buying a book that gets cut up and that I cannot use, this is not right. I know what a good reading experience is and it is sure not provided in most of the alternative materials I get. I have had good reading experiences reading a lot of things on the Web, things like papers and articles and such; these are just great. I have used some of the full text and full audio books in the DAISY format and these are just outstanding. I still want to see better searching and support for mathematics. 

I guess I just have to wait for the day when all materials are available from RFB&D with full text, full human audio (at least the poetry and story parts), and for god's sake, can I please have these at the same time as everybody else? 

Learning Disabled User Problem Statement by Sam Ogama

I was diagnosed with Dyslexia in second grade and with ADHD in eighth grade. Throughout my continuing academic career I have been using audio books to help me study. Elementary through middle school I used my parents to read text to me.  Starting in High School I became a member of RFB&D and received books on tape.  In college I used a combination of RFB&D, the disabled students services and friends to acquire audio text. I currently use RFB&D, assistive computer programs and friends to get audio text.

Timeliness

One of the main problems that I faced in college was finding out what text would be required for a class.  Some faculty did not give a reading list or would change the titles of required books for the class.  This would give me little time to order my books from RFB&D or to get them read by the DSS office.

With audio tapes there would sometimes be defects in the tape and I was unable to get a replacement tape in time to help me in the given class.

Most of my technical books that were available from RFB&D were old editions that did not help me because the content had changed so much from previous editions.

Format

For technical classes when I had to scan in text myself it would OCR incorrectly and symbols would not be recognized correctly.  Kurzweil and WYNN OCR engines would not be consistent in recognizing Greek symbols.

When the class required large articles with extensive footnotes it was hard to follow the e-text provided to me.

Quality

When receiving books that had been recorded from the disable students service office I found it inconsistent with RFB&D audio books.  Also the readers would have no knowledge of the text to the point that the audio text was useless to me.

Many of my classes had course readers that had poor copies of the original text so I could not

scan it and also did not know the exact title and edition of the book or journal that it was taken from.

Navigation

When receiving audio books from RFB&D and DSS office that were created for a student with a visual disability there was no way for me to skip the description of the images, charts and graphs.  Also when books where created for me and a student with a visual impairment wanted the audio text the DSS office would have to record the text over again because I would request them to skip images.

I just completed an auto shop class last month and found it great that RFB&D had the images description read at the end of the page so that I could skip them.  This worked well for the Auto book but sometimes I would want captions and figure text read in sequence with the main text.

Acquiring E-text

Now that I am not a student, how would I request e-text from the publisher?  In California most of the e-text requests are from academic institutions.  Now that I am out of school, how do I request e-text?  If eligibility is required, who can have that information? Verification of a permanent disability should only be required once.  There should be clear standards of how you qualify to receive e-text. In addition to DSS offices, there should be some type of outreach to community services organizations, libraries, and advocacy groups on who can receive and qualify for this resource.

DSS Problem Statement

Postsecondary institutions, usually through a Disability Support Services (DSS) office, are required by law to provide course materials in alternate formats to students with verified print disabilities and for whom alternate format materials has been determined to be a reasonable academic accommodation.  The materials must be "as effective as" those provided to nondisabled persons, effectiveness being legally guided by timeliness of delivery, accuracy of the translation, and provision in a manner and medium appropriate to the significance of the message and the abilities of the individual with the disability.

Problem: Processes currently available to do so are inconsistent, inefficient, and resource intensive. 

* Electronic files provided by publishers are not uniform in format, quality, accuracy, or timeliness, often necessitating a significant investment of time and other resources by the DSS office to create a file usable by the student.  Procedures for requesting files and understanding of disability-related issues are inconsistent across publishers.

* Existing authorized entities are not able to meet the current, growing need.

* Scanning books and creating e-text requires a great deal of time and effort and raises issues of both quality and effective accommodation.  Current conversion technology is labor intensive and slow for extremely high quality and/or technical materials.

* Necessity of checking multiple potential sources for each title is extremely time consuming.

Problem: DSS providers commonly lack the skills, training, and resources to efficiently and effectively create timely, accurate alternate formats.

* DSS funding is often below the level needed to provide the optimum level of service to all students, often forcing tradeoffs between quality and quantity.

* DSS staff often has insufficient time to stay current with technology and other issues affecting provision of services.  Lack of standards and guidelines for files and file formats requires extra time and specialized knowledge to untangle. Certain subject areas, such as mathematics, are not supported, or are minimally supported, by currently available formats. Additionally, commercial technology is not always compatible with alternate formats, and certain formats, such as Braille, require extensive institutional support to be fully effective. DSS offices spend too much time obtaining and creating materials and dealing with low-level technology problems.

Problem: DSS service provision is student-dependent.

* Different students have different alternate format needs.  Requested accommodations commonly include the following: e-text (in various applications), Braille, large print, MP3 files, audio tape, and Kurzweil (KES) files. One format cannot meet the needs of all students nor can one format be accessed by all assistive technologies.

* Student requests determine when and which alternate formats are created.  Staff cannot begin production until students make requests and purchase their books.

Other issues:

* Any solution must protect student privacy.

* Any model developed needs to be complementary to current best practices for creating, obtaining, and delivering alternate formats and not be in conflict with existing state laws, to the extent practical and technically feasible.

Summary

Collaborations between the publishing industry and the DSS community will improve the ability of postsecondary institutions to effectively meet student needs.  Discussions regarding possible creation of a repository provide an ideal open forum for the makers and users of electronic text to exchange ideas and best practices and to tackle technology issues.

Note:  This statement was complied by participants acting only in their individual capacities.

Ron Blosser, Mary Cheng, Gaeir Dietrich, Bob Martinengo, Ron Stewart, Khaki Wunderlich

Challenges for medium-to-large publishers in providing accessible files

By Heather Malloy

Summary: Larger publishers are fulfilling ever-increasing requests for accessible files. The following outline highlights several concerns that they have with the current situation, as well as the diversity of opinion that we found. Any attempt to speak for all publishers would result in uselessly vague generalizations, or conversely, would be inaccurate for many of them. We have made an attempt, though, and have solicited the opinions of several publisher representatives for comments on the challenges they face regarding accessible text. There are no proposed solutions here but in the context of a discussion about a national repository, it would be worthwhile to consider how that repository might alleviate some of these concerns.

Legal Issues

a.
embedded permissions

b.
liability in dealing with non-authorized entities

c.
unauthorized scanning

d.
certification of disability/scope of covered disability

e.
fear of legal action if files aren't supplied /fear of legal action if files are supplied

*Note: Concern about permissions varies, with some publishers assuming that they are legally or contractually covered, but others worry that the inconsistencies of the state laws and potential conflicts with federal copyright law will cause legal problems for them--especially as the number of requested files grows. This may be exacerbated for HE publishers since their textbooks often contain many images, or other pieces of content, that they do not own. Some hope for the goodwill of any potential permission-holders.

DRM

a.
unprotected files

b.
copying of files

c.
tracking users

d.
unauthorized distribution

*Note: No one has reported that files that they have provided for accessible use have been mishandled or disseminated. However, some publishers have seen pirating of digital files from other sources. As accessible files become more “professional” looking, I don’t think it is unreasonable to assume that they will go the way of the scanned files that are already making their way online.

Format

        a. multiplicity of formats

        b. disconnect between formats useable for students and formats useable for publishers

        c. concern over mandatory XML

        d. future developments in formats and content specifications

*Note: Respondents say that most requests are for Word or PDF. Most respondents will not be producing XML for the immediate future. One sees the growth in text-to-speech, and says that NIMAS is not practical within existing production workflows. Another writes, “The more specific this gets the harder it will be to control costs”. Most respondents say that the schools are usually willing to work with the publishers to get a mutually agreeable format. There seems to be some disconnect between the needs of the schools and the legal requirements of states, with most respondents feeling that state format requirements are less important than working with the school to create a useable file. Flexibility seems important.

Math/Science rendering

*Note: Currently there is no standard. What would be the criteria for a repository handling such files?

Redundancy

a.
the need to fill requests on a one-to-one basis

b.
individualized conversion

c.
individual states with conflicting requirements leading to multiple conversions

*Note: Most publishers are able to work with the state requirements (see previous comment about working with the schools). However, they report that if the states started creating mandatory format requirements, especially XML, it would be costly and time consuming. Another pointed out that HE publishers are being asked to provide a much broader range of books than is typical in K-12. Several publishers have said that they get asked not only for textbooks but trade and professional titles that are being used by individual professors in the classroom. We have also seen increasing requests for custom titles, where the book is created for an individual class, making it even more expensive to create alternate texts.

Cost

a. the expense involved in acquiring files and/or converting/post-processing books for accessibility requests (see formats)

b. internal resources needed to create and deliver files

c. XML will add significantly to costs

*Note: it can cost well over a thousand dollars to convert a book—a growing problem as the number of requests increases. One publisher indicated that it is important that the student buys the book, since it is the only way to recover any costs (though in many cases does not cover all the costs). Another points out that with Higher Education textbooks, the number of published copies is typically much smaller than a K-12 textbook print run, and the composition involved is more complicated, meaning that it is much harder to spread the increased cost over a large number of books.

Administration

        a. staff and materials needed to process requests (clearing permissions, ordering/converting files, delivery, etc)

        b. exponential growth in number of requests

        c. managing paperwork/certifications

        d. time needed for handling customer service/technical support requests

*Note: all respondents agree about the growth of requests. The growth is exponential, not incremental, and it is making it difficult to provide files in a timely manner. Most indicated that they had not received additional resources/assistance to create and deliver files, though several have expanded from one part time to several FTE (full-time equivalent) staff. One publisher reports that handling requests used to take a small amount of time from one person and now involves one full time and three other staff members. While one publisher says that only about 5% of their content requests are for accessible files, another reports that it is approaching 50%. Several reported receiving 20-30 requests a day before the start of a semester.

Smaller and Academic Publisher Problem Statement by Judith Altreuter

We have the same general concerns that a large publisher has:

--Copyright and permissions

--Validation and processing of requests for alternate formats from a variety of sources

--Conversion of content to appropriate formats from hard copy and a variety of page layout programs

--Reconciliation of the need for security of electronic files and the users need to manipulate the files

--Cost recovery

At small publishers and university presses the staff members are already pushed to the limits of their productivity. Now a new task is being added to their responsibilities, a task that has no income stream associated with it. While small presses want to provide access to their materials to the print disabled, they need the process simplified in order for it to be practical. There isn't sufficient staff to process requests in a timely fashion.

I polled some university press staff and here are their comments:

[T]o provide textbooks in alternate formats for print-disabled students [can be] a simple process, but for titles that are too old or in non-traditional formats (like the collection of journal articles), we may not be able to provide an alternate version of a book.

[M]any of our titles are adopted as textbooks even if we do not consider them traditional texts.  Will it be necessary for The Press to be able to provide alternate versions of all of our titles, or only for the titles we consider textbooks?  If the voluntary national repository is established,

what would the costs be to publishers to provide material and have it distributed?  In what format would publishers be able to submit material to make it available for distribution (could we submit a book in hard copy and have it scanned? at what cost?)?

      It is difficult to state that it is 'easy' or 'difficult' to provide electronic files for disability requests.  We face a variety of availability concerns, which we can often circumvent.  Some files requested are too old to have an electronic version. In these cases, the most we can offer the requestor is a free copy of the book for scanning purposes.  More often, though, while we are unable to provide them with their preferred file format, we can frequently offer them some file that they can use.

      Our digital archive goes back to 1990, but gets less robust the further back you go from the present.  Recent files are often available in at least two formats, sometimes more.  Older titles after 1990 may not have a complete set of files available or perhaps have no files at all. . . .

I'd have to categorize provision of "accessible" files to this population difficult. Not because there is anything terribly difficult about creating the files they require, but because the requests for the files are sort of random and infrequent, so they tend to fall outside of our usual

procedures. I also know that these customers find getting to the right person at the publisher who knows the issue and how to help very frustrating.

We have traditionally responded that we do not have a file for a book and left it to the college to prepare for one for the student. We do not produce 'textbooks' as such, but many of our books are read in upper division undergraduate and graduate courses.

I get these requests from time to time, and I have experienced difficulty in being accommodating to requesting institutions. The main reason for this is that we do not always have electronic files to give. We only have such files for books published within the last few years. It is also somewhat time-consuming to hunt down these e-files and send them (this may improve for me once our electronic filing systems are organized). The repository sounds like a good idea, but there are still additional costs and staff time involved in such an endeavor.

Authorized Entities Problem Statement

Entities authorized to distribute copyrighted literary works under the Chafee Amendment have been able to make great numbers of previously inaccessible books accessible to persons with print disabilities, using primarily two approaches. 

1.  One approach is to produce a recorded audio version of a book. This approach uses human narrators to voice the text of the book, and recording studio tools to add structure to the recording that replicates (in part or in full) the navigational options available to non-disabled readers. This approach produces a high-quality audio book, but is very resource- and time-intensive, forcing the authorized entity to focus only on books that are in high demand by a large number of disabled users.

2. A second approach is to create a digital copy by scanning the print book, and then convert that copy into specialized Digital Talking Book and Braille formats. This approach produces a slightly lower-quality book but is faster and less expensive when applied to text-oriented materials such as popular novels. Mathematical and scientific content and complex print layouts aggravate problems with the scanning process, rendering this method impractical for most high-demand textbooks.

The problem is the large and important segment of print books not addressed by either approach. Many books with complex layout, especially those used in higher education and those that frequently change editions, cannot be effectively produced by the Authorized Entities working under the Chafee Amendment. These entities are left with many customers - particularly disabled readers in educational settings - whose most important accessible book needs are not being met. 
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