Curriculum Access Materials Interview with 
Stephen King, President, Daisy Consortium

Stephen King is President of the Daisy Consortium. He has been a Director of the UK’s Royal National Institute of Blind people for more than 20 years, building on his career in commercial publishing.  Stephen led the development of RNIB’s publishing and retail activities, a role which brought him to the conclusion that people with a print disability needed a better way to read.  This lead to him being one of the founders of the Daisy Consortium which first delivered a widely adopted “Better way to read” for people with print disabilities, and has now gone on to work with the publishing industry to tackle inaccessibility at its roots; the publishing process itself.

You can read more about Stephen’s DAISY story http://www.daisy.org/stories/stephen-king-part-1  and http://www.daisy.org/stories/stephen-king-part-2 .

What is the DAISY Consortium? 

We are a global Consortium of organizations committed to equal access to information and knowledge regardless of disability; (a right confirmed by the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, but as we know still a huge problem for people with sight problems).  There are over 100 members, associates friends, educators and individuals from just about every part of the world in the consortium. You can join too! Take a look at who we all are http://www.daisy.org/members .

We pool our expertise, energy and resources to lead the creation of the best way to read and publish, for everybody, in the 21st Century. 

We started life, and are best known in the blindness community for developing Daisy books; a better way to read. These are widely used for talking book and e-text services in education support and leisure reading special libraries. But as we know, special services can only scratch the surface of access to the vast amount of curriculum and leisure reading churned out by the publishing industry. Our partner World Blind Union (WBU) estimates that at best less than 5% of published materials are available to people with print disabilities.

So now we have turned our attention to cracking this much bigger problem. We’re tackling it by creating global and local partnerships with publishing and technology industries, standards bodies and governments with the aim of building a more effective solution, for everyone. 

We have a HUGE ambition, but are well on the way to delivering it. Indeed in our 2012 annual report for our AGM in June, I plagiarise Winston Churchill by saying “The end of the beginning is in sight”. 

We say on our website that success means: 

People with disabilities can say:

· I can access the same information at same time and cost

· I have a great reading experience with eyes, ears or fingers

· I can easily find the publications I want to read

· More mainstream publications with built-in accessibility are available for me to purchase or borrow

· There are far more access-enhanced publications available to me

· I have control over my reading experience

· The reading technologies I use are affordable and easy to use: DAISY technology helps me

People without disabilities benefit from:

· The great navigable reading experience introduced by DAISY

· The multi-media possibilities pioneered by DAISY technology

· Improvements incorporated in the new generation of accessible mainstream e-publications

And Governments, industry and civil society benefit from:

· Delivery of access to information and educational material suitable for developing countries and the industrialized world, as required in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

· Affordable and efficient reading and publishing systems supported by all stakeholders

· Improvements in access to information for those who are illiterate

· Authors, publishers and libraries reaching more customers.

So why do I say we are making GREAT progress? 

The e-book revolution that’s happening in trade and particularly in educational publishing in many countries is key. Most of the publishing industry world-wide is adopting a technical standard called e-Pub, the latest version of which contains most of what we know about how to make an e-book readable by someone, whether they are using their eyes, ears or fingers to read it using a generic or specialist reading device like a tablet, phone or computer. And even when there are remaining accessibility challenges such as diagrams, maths or pictures, e-pub3 files provide a much better starting place for specialist transcribers to produce what we are now calling “Accessibility enhanced” versions of a publication.

In short we now have a shared vision with many leaders in the publishing industry. Most publications in the future will be “Born Digital” with as much accessibility as possible built in by the author, editor, designer and distributor. Where there are still accessibility challenges, there will be an efficient process of getting the essential access features added by specialists.

This all comes from our partnership with IDPF; (International Digital Publishers Forum), who describe themselves as “The Trade and Standards Organisation for the Digital Publishing Industry”.  George Kerscher, Secretary General of the Daisy Consortium is also President of IDPF, and we also share Markus Gylling, who is both Chief Technology Officer for the DAISY Consortium and also CTO of IDPF. Through this partnership working we’ve enabled the publishing industry to benefit from the long experience of blind people as users of e-books; how to do navigation, how to synchronise sound, video and text etc.  In exchange we’ve been able to get key accessibility features built into the standards, documentation and training materials.

We’ve of course got many more partnerships and projects to deliver our next big ambition. But I hope that gives you a flavour of our ambition and progress. If you want to read more take a look http://www.daisy.org/mission.

Can you explain the role of the Consortium concerning the delivery of curriculum access materials? 

Many of our members are involved in trying to help people access curriculum materials. People like Learning Ally and Bookshare in the USA, Dorina Nowill Foundation in Brazil and the National Agency for Special Needs Education in Sweden and the African Braille Centre in Kenya. These members often deploy transcribers in central organisations and support networks distributed in schools and universities. But everyone knows it’s a terribly inefficient and costly process, and despite heroic efforts most students are still really challenged keeping up with their peers due to delays and problems in getting equitable access to vital materials. Readers of The Educator will know this better than I do as you are likely to be supporting students to overcome these challenges. 

At the same time we now have laws in many countries requiring educators to provide equitable access. Despite throwing money at transcription services it’s not working and equitable access is a mirage for many people today. Educators are increasingly looking to the publishing industry to help, particularly in higher and further education as in our digital age; supply of educational materials and examination papers becomes an online service delivered via educational resource services. We do need educators to push their suppliers more on this though. The noise from educators is still too gentle, and as readers of The Educator, you can play your part in pushing the issue of what’s in the procurement policies of any institutions you are involved with.

Educational publishing is now a global business, with billion dollar publishers such as Pearson, Reed Elsevier, Scholastic, Springer and Kodansha, and key technology suppliers like Apple and Thompson starting to understand that inclusion and accessibility can be a key competitive angle when bidding to supply schools, colleges, universities and exam boards. In fact Apple have made startling progress in the USA displacing incumbents when they demonstrate the built in screen reader in their products. 

Interestingly most of the top 10 educational publishers now have a senior director with responsibility for accessibility and inclusion.  It’s these directors, and some evangelists in key publishing industry production departments that have turned to the Daisy Consortium for help, and have been in the vanguard of helping to make the e-pub 3 standard suitable for education publishing as well as regular trade books. The result is e-pub 3 knows about footnotes, tables, sidebars and many other devices used in textbooks to make them exciting to the print reader, but a big challenge to people using access technology.

At a publishing conference in the USA, the Head of Production for Pearson Education Worldwide stood up and committed the company to delivering on working towards the “Born digital, Born accessible” vision.

So our role as the Daisy Consortium is to find and inspire more accessibility evangelists in the educational publishing industry and help them implement this vision; and at the same time work with educators to help them understand what’s now possible and help them create the demand and reward educational publishers and technology providers who get it right.

What are you particularly proud of so far? 

I think the thing I am most proud of is the vision and ambition of our board and staff to change the world of publishing. In particular the multi-billion dollar business that is educational publishing. And I am even more proud of the partnerships with like minded people and organisations. For example, lead by World Blind Union, we have partnered with WIPO, (World Intellectual Property Organisation), the International Publishers Association and other rights holders bodies to reform the world copyright regime. I am very hopeful that a new copyright treaty will be agreed to provide the framework for the expensive access enhanced Braille and talking books to be made available to far more people worldwide. Frankly it is disgraceful in this global age that if the accessible version exists somewhere, it’s not usable by someone who needs it wherever they are. There’s a lot more to do on this, but having been told 15 years ago copyright reform was impossible, this demonstrates what can be done when we have common purpose and vision.

What are some of the current challenges concerning the provision of curriculum access materials and how can these be overcome?

The big challenges are getting implementation worldwide of what’s now possible via e-pub 3 standards and the new WIPO treaty. Plus some remaining access challenges such as maths and sciences and of course the necessary reading support tools such as speech synthesisers in some languages, and the cost of reading devices such as Braille displays.

We are tackling the Braille display issue head on with the Daisy “Transforming Braille” project. 

I am very proud that RNIB is leading this initiative for the Consortium, and there are again worldwide partners in developed and developing countries. The project is making good headway finding a low cost technological solution. But the big challenge is going to be getting everyone to sign up to purchase together in volume which is going to be key to driving the price right down. Dear Readers of The Educator, please do your bit in enthusing organisations and institutions you are involved with to gear up for this challenge. I hope we may be ready for procurement around 2015, so we need to start financial planning now.

There are other projects like Diagram funded by the US Department for Education which are tackling some of the remaining technological challenges. But many of the remaining challenges are going to be political and financial and battling the inertia of organisations and people carrying on doing things as they always have.  This is where our collective voice is crucial in building the political will and priority for change.

I know that our partnership with ICEVI will enable us to develop this collective will and commitment in the education world.

And finally, based on your considerable experience, what advice do you have for professionals as they endeavour to make as much material available as possible?

It's crucial that we never give up, we keep pushing for equal access and never accept it’s not possible. Inertia is our biggest enemy. Our own and that of the big institutions we are all involved with. Do join the Daisy Consortium, initiate and get involved with workgroups. Please don’t wait for us to do something for you. We are just a collection of organisations and individuals committed to the equality cause, and there are far too many problems for us to solve driven from the centre. We want to enable you to solve your part of this big and challenging problem. I know readers of The Educator are committed to that cause. Together we can solve an important problem, equal access to curriculum. Through this we’d like to help you with your much bigger ambition, equality of access to education.

Together we can change the world.
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