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Introduction 

Funded by a grant from International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA), the author created a computerised catalog and distribution database of alternative materials for people who are visually impaired in Nigeria. The primary purpose of this project was to identify the location and availability of these scarce and scattered resources and set up a database, creating the opportunity for access and retrieval that never existed before. Another purpose was to create a template for database entry which could be replicated by other developing countries. The information was assembled by questionnaires and site visits, which also provided data for a portrait of the needs and circumstances of Nigerians who use alternate reading formats and the institutions that serve them. 

Background

The total population of Nigerians is estimated at 120 million people (Federal Office of Statistics, 1991). At least one million persons are blind or visually impaired, and more than 25,000 of these are of school age, although less than 10 percent actually attend school. The remaining 90 percent are confined to houses or roaming the streets as beggars (Agbaje, 2000). For the small number of students who are blind or visually impaired, there is no adequate provision of reading and information materials in alternate formats. This need continues to grow as a consequence of the federal government policy (Federal Ministry of Education, 1981) of equitable educational provision for all children. Although most children with disabilities still receive no education, the federal policy encouraged an overwhelming increase in school enrollment for such students, including those who are blind or visually impaired.

Although there is no national library service, there are myriad organisations involved in education and production of alternate format materials in Nigeria, including the federal government, state library services, special schools for the blind, secondary schools and higher education, non-governmental organisations (NGOs).

The Challenge

The result of this situation is that production and distribution of alternate format materials is inadequate, disorganised, and fragmented, spread over a number of organisations and locations. An additional problem is that production is limited almost exclusively to educational materials; there is almost a complete lack of recreational reading materials.

In this study, the author identified the locations of alternative materials in Nigeria, analysed their subject content, and created a computerised catalog and distribution database that will hopefully become a nationwide access point.*  Ideally, it is also expected to provide a gateway to the unlimited resources on the Internet for Nigerian students who are blind or visually impaired.

The Database

A template was designed for the electronic database, containing the following fields:

· Author: the individual or corporate body responsible for the intellectual content of the material;

· Title: copied from the braille or large print material; for talking books, titles were taken from the labels of the cassette or the catalog of the hosting institution;

· Subject: determined from the call number and/or title of the material;

· User level: Primary, secondary, or tertiary (post-secondary), as indicated by the host institution or investigator's judgment;

· Publisher: as given on the material or provided by the hosting institution;

· Publication Year: as found on the publication;

· Edition: as given on the publication; 

· Number of volumes: braille books usually run to several volumes;

· Language: language in which text is written;

· Format: braille, large print, tapes; DAISY, etc.;

· Status: grade of the braille material, e.g., 1,1.5, or 2 (contracted or uncontracted);

· Duration: length of time for tapes as shown on the cassette.

· Terms of availability: whether available for borrowing, sale, or strictly for on-site use;

· Price: if available for purchase;

· Organisation’s Name: name of host institution and contact information, postal address, website address, and e-mail address.

The Survey

Data was collected by use of two questionnaires:

· Questionnaire #1 was for institutions serving students who are blind or visually impaired in Nigeria. Two sets of data were collected: first on the institutions’ holdings in braille and other formats; and second on their services, clientele, and equipment.

· Questionnaire #2 was for students who were blind and visually impaired in the secondary and tertiary institutions visited. Data was collected on their educational background; braille reading and writing proficiency; braille grade preferred; library and braille production center use; possession of brailling or recording equipment; possession of books and tapes; computer literacy and Internet accessibility; and their reading and information needs.

The author used Microsoft Excel to analyse the students’ questionnaire, and Microsoft Access to analyse the institutions’ questionnaire and create the database template.

Research Findings

The findings are presented in three parts: information about the holdings, the institutions, and the students.

The Holdings

There were a total of 1,860 entries for alternate format materials, either produced within the country or received from domestic or foreign donors. The largest numbers were held in Lagos, the most densely populated state. Eight of the thirty-six states held less than twenty braille titles each. There are collections of tapes in three institutions, and only one has titles in large print. Fourteen states have no materials at all, and five of them also lack a school that accommodates students who are visually impaired. 

The subject matter of the holdings are mostly non-fiction, although fiction accounts for more than 500 of the titles. The most popular non-fiction topics are religion, with 246 titles, and literature, with 173. All other topics had less than 100 titles each. 

Institutions and Services

Seventy-one institutions were visited by research assistants, nearly half of which are secondary schools. The integration of secondary students with visual impairments in general classrooms throughout the country accounts for the high percentage of secondary schools on the list. In fact, any given school may include fewer than ten students with visual impairments. The remainder of the institutions are special schools, state library boards, tertiary institutions (higher education and polytechnics), ministries of education, vocational training centers, and NGOs.

Equipment 

Among the 71 institutions, 43 held Perkins Braillers. The institutions did not report on the functionality of the machines, but many respondents to the individual questionnaire complained that the Perkins Braillers were broken. Other equipment included typewriters (27), slates and stylus (17), and tape recorders (11). In smaller numbers, there were also abacuses, Thermoform equipment, computer systems, braille embossers, writing frames, radios and CCTVs. Three institutions boasted recording studios. It was surprising that only 17 institutions owned a slate and stylus, the most inexpensive mode of braille production. 

Only 5 institutions are brailling by computer, which means that other agencies are brailling manually (or not at all).

Services Provided 

The institutions offer a range of services:

· Braille services. Production of educational material, including handouts, examination papers, and some text books. Some produce manually using Perkins Braillers, while others have embossing machines.

· Computer services. Including training and assistive technology.

· Counselling services. Educational advancement, vocational training, and daily living skills. 

· Library services. Access to a collection of alternate format book.

· Rehabilitation services. Adjustment, vocational or orientation and mobility training for adults who lose their vision.

· Supportive services. Assistance in locating appropriate reading materials.

Profile and Needs of People who are Blind or Visually Impaired 

452 people responded to the questionnaire on reading and information needs, but only 433 (95.1 percent) of the questionnaires were usable for analysis. 277 were male (64.4%) and 153 were female (35.6%). The respondents were from every level of the educational spectrum, from primary school to postgraduate level. This indicates that Nigerians who are blind and visually impaired are achievers, in spite of the paucity of the educational material in braille and other format. They are quite articulate about their needs for adequate reading materials, and several of them have brailled materials themselves or appealed to foreign donors for books.

41.8% of the respondents have earned the primary school leaving certificate (PSLC), and another 37.5% are at the secondary level. However, there is a sharp decline at the tertiary level: only 16.3%. The reason for this may be directly connected with the dearth of information materials for students at this level. 

Over 86% of the respondents can read and write braille proficiently, with nearly the same percentage preferring contracted braille. 85% prefer reading braille to reading large print or audio books. However, 75 percent have no personal brailling or recording equipment, and only 12 percent own a slate and stylus. Consequently, it would be expected that respondents would use libraries or braille production centers; however, only 50 percent have done so. The libraries and braille producers that receive the highest use (38.8% and 17.1% respectively) are in the densely-populated southwestern part of Nigeria, suggesting that the low usage among some respondents is due to lack of proximity to such institutions.

Students go to great lengths to get access to books. Many write to foreign donors for needed titles. Some tertiary-level students buy print books and then arrange to record them on tape. However, only 20% percent of respondents have personal collections. As long as individuals with visual impairments lack assistance from government agencies, the information deficit and paucity of alternate materials will continue.

Outcomes and Conclusions 

This project successfully fulfilled its primary goals:

· Creating a computerised catalog and distribution database* of alternative materials for people who are visually impaired in Nigeria, funded by a grant from International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA);

· Creating a template for database entry, which can be replicated by other developing countries;

· Using data from questionnaires to assemble a portrait of the needs and circumstances of Nigerians who use alternate reading formats and the institutions that serve them.

Ideally, the database can become the foundation of a network of braille-producing organisations and institutions in Nigeria. Sharing catalog information will help braille producers avoid duplication of effort and waste of money. Several agencies have created networking and resource sharing agreements. For example, seven of the agencies have identical braille translation equipment (Obi, 2003), permitting them to share master copies. 

Issues for Braille Readers in Nigeria

The database contains only 1,860 titles in total, of which 1,449 were books in braille, 231 audiotapes, and 80 in large print. These materials were held in only 23 of the 36 states in Nigeria, which suggests that braille readers in the states without materials are not receiving reading materials.

The tiny size of the total collection shows that there is a book famine as far as alternative materials are concerned. This scarcity may be explained in part by the scarcity of braille production and audio-recording facilities. There are only six braille producers in Nigeria, all located in urban centers. Although they use computerised systems to transcribe, they still are not meeting the demand for books and reading materials. Additionally, the personnel needed to produce braille are scarce: teachers, librarians, and other professional staff. These workers rarely receive necessary training and are often poorly paid. 

It is a matter of necessity rather than a luxury for one to acquire the ability to read and write (Basharu, 2002). It is the means of communication and independence. Unfortunately, braille literacy in Nigeria is plagued with several problems:

▪
There is a shortage of personnel to teach or produce braille. 
▪
Existing personnel lack expertise. Abilu (2004) asserts that many braille teachers are not familiar with mathematical code and science notation.

▪
There is also a lack of facilities and equipment to teach braille. Slates and stylus, the writing frames, and Perkins Braillers are all in heavy demand but in short supply in the country. 
Encouraging Developments

Nigerwives, an NGO in Lagos, has begun organising braille workshops for teachers of primary school children, as well as braille reading competitions to encourage the children learn to read and write braille.

Nigeria has given the Unified English Braille Code (UEBC) formal recognition and adoption. Obi (2003) predicts two great gains from this development:

· New code books will be produced and will be locally available to braille students, teachers, and users. 

· Materials will be provided for teachers, producers, and users to update themselves, resulting in improved level of competence all around. 

With this adoption of UEBC in Nigeria, it becomes necessary to test and adopt a grade II code for each of the major Nigerian languages (Akinyemi, 2004)--Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba. The proposed grade II Yoruba code has been undergoing testing in homes and institutions for the blind in the southwest and north central zones. The onus is on braille transcribers to work out braille codes for each of the 250 languages and dialects spoken in Nigeria. 

Preparing for the Future of Braille in Nigeria

If we are to achieve substantial progress, however, all concerned need to address the following issues: 

· There is need for a national strategy aimed at improving, publicising, and promoting the reading and information needs of persons who are blind or visually impaired. Such a strategy should involve all the organisations working in this field, avoiding duplication of effort by determining areas of collaboration and cooperation.

· Instead of responding piecemeal to individual requests, the agencies should cooperate to insure that standard textbooks are transcribed and are widely available. Recreational reading materials should also be produced in this way.

· The government needs to be persuaded to infuse large sums of money into special education, for equipment, facilities, and for reading and information materials.
· Individual organisations should be selected as nodal points for production and distribution of certain kinds of materials. For example, certain NGOs would be assigned to produce and distribute tertiary-level books, while others would produce books for primary- and secondary-level students. 

· The National Library of Nigeria should act as the coordinating center for all activities related to the production and distribution of reading and information materials to persons who are blind and visually impaired persons. It should also be the depository for all materials produced and act as a link with international libraries and organisations (Adimorah, 2000 and Obinyan & Ijatuyu, 2003).

· Nigeria needs several networks of materials-producing agencies, operating at different levels, from the grassroots to the states, regions, and zones (Iweha, 2003).

· The National Library should ensure that every state library has a collection of materials for persons who are blind or visually impaired. Each state library should also maintain a register of its residents who need these materials.

· People who are blind or visually impaired need to be computer- and internet-literate. 
* 
Unfortunately, the website at which the computerised catalog database was housed (www.alvi-laris.org) has been pirated. The ISP and other stakeholders are working to restore the resource.  In the meantime, Professor Atinmo is willing to share the database entry template or address any questions about her landmark project: morayoatinmo2004@yahoo.com .
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