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Background and Rationale

The need for improving access to textbooks and other core print instructional materials for elementary and secondary school students who are blind, visually impaired or print disabled has been a long-standing concern for educators, parents, administrators, and others. As technology has evolved, we are moving closer to the day in which these students can expect to receive their instructional materials in an appropriate format, at the same time as their non-disabled peers. The establishment of the National Instructional Materials Access Center (NIMAC) has been key steps toward making this vision a reality. 

While the NIMAC is an independent project funded by the U.S. Department of Education, its establishment was the result of years of work, collaboration and support from many different stakeholder and interest groups. As early as 1998, the American Foundation for the Blind established the Solutions Forum to address the critical issues of long timelines and high costs of braille production. These efforts resulted in the drafting of the Instructional Materials Accessibility Act (IMAA) in 2002, which proposed a standard file format for the production of accessible instructional materials, and a national repository for housing those files. In 2003, the U.S. Department of Education furthered this cause by funding the work of a technical panel to develop a voluntary National File Format (NFF). This panel’s work led to the development of the standard known as the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard, or NIMAS. 

 In 2004, the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) called for the Secretary of Education to establish the National Instructional Materials Access Center (NIMAC) at the American Printing House for the Blind, Inc., a non-profit organization located in Louisville, Kentucky, which has a 150-year history of providing instructional materials for visually impaired students. This same legislation also required states to adopt the NIMAS standard as the file format for producing accessible materials. In establishing NIMAC, the law defined which materials are to be converted into NIMAS and may be deposited with NIMAC and it defined the students who may be served. The NIMAC is a repository of NIMAS files of textbooks and core print instructional materials produced for elementary and secondary school students. Elementary and secondary school students may qualify for services if they are blind, visually impaired or print disabled and also may qualify under IDEA. The full legal definitions may be found in IDEA 2004. (See: http://nimas.cast.org/about/idea2004)

NIMAS is a source file format, with the most important components of the file set being an XML file of the textual content of the book, and a folder containing all the images in the print book, as separate image files. These file sets are not intended to be handed directly to students for use in the classroom. However, quick and easy access to a source file can greatly expedite the production of the braille, audio, digital book, or other accessible format. 

As such, the NIMAC supports accessible media production by giving braille, large print, audio or other accessible media producers a “running start” when they receive a request to produce an accessible textbook. We do this through two means: first, by providing a central, national repository and, second, by housing files in a single format: NIMAS. Instead of making an individual request directly to one of hundreds of different publishers each time a file is needed, accessible media producers now have a central source for files. In addition, both technology developers and individual producers can focus their efforts on working with a single file format, rather than having to accommodate a variety of file formats in their production processes.

Since publishers submit source files in a single, standard file format, this also eases the compliance burden for them. It should help eliminate the duplication of effort that had resulted from publishers providing the same textbook in different digital file formats in response to multiple requests. In addition, whereas in the past publishers might have produced the file only after receiving the request - and often in accordance with a confusing patchwork of state braille laws - the NIMAC provides a mechanism for publishers to provide files to the repository even before the files are requested for a specific need. 

Working with States

According to federal law, states and outlying areas (e.g., Guam, Palau, the Marshall Islands, etc.) are required to adopt the NIMAS file format; however, each state and outlying area has the option of whether or not to coordinate with the NIMAC. We are happy to report that we now have 56 states and outlying areas that are coordinating with us, and there are only two states that have not yet coordinated. 

When states coordinate with the NIMAC, they designate a state-level person to serve as the NIMAC State Coordinator. The NIMAC State Coordinator is responsible for determining which individuals will serve as Authorized Users for that state. In addition, when states coordinate, they agree that they will require publishers to submit files to the NIMAC in NIMAS format by including language in their adoption contracts or purchase agreements. This is an important element of how NIMAC works: the only mechanism for requiring file submission from publishers is at the point of print book purchase, after the effective date of the legislation, which was July 19, 2006. Because the NIMAC is not “retroactive,” whereas schools often use the same books for five to seven years or more, the NIMAC’s impact will be somewhat gradual, as the repository builds over the coming years, eventually housing all core print materials being used in schools.  

As a web-based repository (http://www.nimac.us), the NIMAC has only one way of delivering files:  through direct download. Authorized Users from the states receive user ID and password information that allows them to download files to their own machines so that they can immediately begin work on the accessible format. As a service and convenience to Authorized Users, the NIMAC also provides a special type of user account for Accessible Media Producers (AMPs). These are voluntary accounts that producers of braille, large print, audio, or other formats may set up with the NIMAC. These accounts eliminate the need for an Authorized User to burn a file to DVD and ship it to the accessible media producer, if the Authorized User is not the person who will convert the file. While Authorized Users have access to search and download repository files, AMPs are only able to download files that have been “assigned” to them by an Authorized User. 

Working with Publishers

Because NIMAS is not a file format that is an automatic by-product of print book production, learning to produce NIMAS - and learning to work with the NIMAC - has been a new adventure for publishers. Fortunately for publishers, the NIMAS Technical Assistance Center at the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) provides a variety of resources to aid in learning to produce NIMAS. (For more information, visit http://nimas.cast.org). At the same time, NIMAC works closely with publishers on a daily basis to provide guidance, instruction, support, and feedback. 

The response from publishers has been greater than we ever expected, with over 70 publishers currently working with us, and over 12,000 file sets submitted in just our first 20 months of operation. While files must be submitted when required by new purchase agreements, some publishers have decided to try to “get an edge” by anticipating these requests and voluntarily submitting files as new materials are published. 

Accepting files into the NIMAC involves two steps: file validation (done by our system vendor, OverDrive, Inc.) and quality control checking (done by NIMAC staff). Although the NIMAC is located at APH, our files actually “live” at OverDrive’s headquarters in Cleveland, Ohio, and this is also where batch file submissions are received and processed for loading into the system.  Once NIMAC staff have reviewed and accepted the file sets, the publisher receives a “digital certificate,” or confirmation email containing a unique certification number. If needed, the publisher can use that number to show that the file has been accepted into the repository and is available. 

NIMAC Statistics 

As of October, 2008, the NIMAC has accepted over 11,000 files into the repository and has received an additional 1,700 which are either awaiting vendor corrections before they can be certified, or are in the review process. Of the certified file sets, roughly 1,000 are workbooks and other consumables, 2,100 are textbooks, 7,350 are supplementary readers, and 950 are other instructional materials. The NIMAC is currently working with 71 publishers.

Over 100 accounts for Authorized Users have been established and more than 95 accounts for Accessible Media Producers. There have been over 600 unique downloads by Authorized Users, and roughly 330 by AMPs. 

Challenges

A primary challenge to NIMAC as we prepare to enter our third year of operations is that of capacity building. As mentioned above, the response from publishers in submitting files has been phenomenal. It has vastly exceeded the expectations set during the planning phase of the project, which were based on estimates provided by representatives from the publishing industry. In fewer than two years, the NIMAC has received the number of file sets expected for the entire five years of the project grant. This enthusiastic response from the publishing community is extremely positive, but the unexpectedly large file volume has presented an operational challenge. Both the NIMAC, and the system vendor, OverDrive, Inc., have looked for and found ways to make processes more efficient and to manage effectively this much greater number of files. 

An additional challenge is that we have had to reject a large number of files due to incorrect or incomplete metadata (descriptive bibliographic information). As a result, these files have needed corrections by the vendors followed by resubmission and a second review by NIMAC. This is a shared challenge between NIMAC and publishers, and we are working together to find solutions. In addition, we are implementing system enhancements that will make it easier for publishers and vendors both to “get it right the first time” and to correct errors quickly.  

The size of the NIMAS file sets also has arisen as a significant issue. Because the specification calls for all images of the print book to be provided as separate image files in the file set, many NIMAS files are several gigabytes (GB) in size. The NIMAC has received several files in the six GB range and we have been alerted by publishers to expect files to exceed ten GB. File sets of this size have led to a much greater need for storage than anticipated - the NIMAC has over one terabyte (TB) of storage and may have up to two TB by the end of this year. A greater concern for NIMAC, however, is the difficulty that files of this size pose for both publishers and NIMAC users in terms of uploading, downloading, working with, and storing the files. The NIMAC has tried to explore possible avenues for reducing file sizes, but there are no easy answers. 

While the NIMAC has confronted its own challenges, NIMAS has also presented challenges to accessible media producers and to states as they have incorporated NIMAS into their systems for providing materials to blind, visually impaired and print disabled students. For those who are producing accessible formats, the processes and tools for production of some accessible formats, such as braille and large print, have required reworking and development in order to utilize NIMAS source files effectively. Working successfully with NIMAS files not only involves training for the individuals who work with the files, but sometimes changes to the tools used to produce the specialized formats. The American Foundation for the Blind has worked closely with braille software producers as they have modified their products to accommodate NIMAS, and has been the key organization providing training to braille transcribers. Information about upcoming training workshops and webinars can be found at the AFB web site: http://www.afb.org.

At the level of implementation for states, NIMAS/NIMAC did not fit seamlessly into existing structures for many, if not most states. Establishing mechanisms within states to work with NIMAS has required creativity and “thinking outside the box” as NIMAS has involved the need to provide services to a pool of students who previously may have been served by different and separate agencies within a state. At the same time, NIMAC is not a solution that is available to all students, or even all students with disabilities. The requirement for states to serve the needs of those students who do not meet eligibility for NIMAS has created additional challenges.  

Building on the Past, Looking to the Future

Despite the challenges and learning curve that a major initiative such as NIMAC inevitably entails, we are excited and optimistic about the future. We look forward to a continued increase in file submissions and anticipate adding many thousands more files to the repository in the coming year. As we gear up for these deliveries, we also continue to look for ways to improve our work processes and services. As a part of this effort, our system vendor, OverDrive, Inc., will soon be releasing a new and improved version of our system software, “NIMAC 2.0.” This new release will improve system performance and incorporate several new features and enhancements. In conjunction with these developments, outreach, support and training for our users will remain a high priority.

In addition, NIMAC is working to make it easier for accessible media producers to discover if a book is already available in the required specialized format. APH has long sought to reduce duplication of effort among accessible media producers by providing information through the Louis Database of Accessible Materials, which lists accessible materials available from over 170 organizations. (Find Louis at: http://www.aph.org/louis). Louis is currently being moved to a new database system that offers the potential to expand its searching to other databases, including the NIMAC. Soon, Louis and NIMA will offer a unified search. APH’s intent is to invite other repositories of accessible materials to participate in a unified search, improving the likelihood that students with disabilities will be able to locate the instructional materials they need, in the format they need, as soon as they become available.

The NIMAC has an important role in facilitating the timely delivery of accessible instructional materials to blind, visually impaired and print disabled students. At the same time, we recognize the many steps involved in the process of getting accessible materials to the students who need them. Today, some 10 years since the American Foundation for the Blind, Inc. formally began this effort through formation of the Solutions Forum, we are closer to that goal but with much work yet to be done. This goal can only be achieved with the continuing dedication, effort, and support of a wide range of organizations and dedicated individuals. We are indebted to all those who have made the vision of a single file format for accessibility and a single national repository for those files a reality.

NIMAS/NIMAC Timeline

1998
: 
AFB establishes a Solutions Forum to address the critical issues of long timelines and high costs for braille production.
2002
: 
The Instructional Materials Accessibility Act is drafted, proposing a standard file format and national repository to house source files for K-12 instructional materials.  

2002
: 
National File Format Panel was created to develop a set of technical specifications to facilitate the efficient delivery of accessible, alternate format versions of print textbooks to PreK–12 students with disabilities.

2004
:
IDEA reauthorization establishes the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard and mandates creation of National Instructional Materials Access Center.

2006
: 
NIMAC begins operations on December 3, 2006.

2008
: 
By October 2008, 11,000 file sets are available for download from NIMAC. 
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