Bookshare – An accessible online library for people with print disabilities

Jennifer Pletcher wrote recently saying “Our 6 year old daughter Finley has LCA (Leber Congenital Amaurosis). She has only 20% usable vision and reading has always been a struggle for her as she got easily frustrated and didn’t want to read. We were introduced to Bookshare by her TVI, and it has opened her world to reading!  Because we could enlarge the print to any size she needed, she started to love to read.

And when her eyes were tired, she could easily listen to the books she loved. Now Bookshare is a daily part of our lives. We have seen Finley grow and blossom thanks to your educational services to benefit children with low vision. We will be forever grateful.” 

We at Bookshare hear stories like that day after day and are grateful to be able to make such a difference in the lives of so many children and adults. Bookshare is the world’s largest library of accessible eBooks for people with print disabilities with over 190,000 books and over 250,000 members in more than 40 countries.  

Bookshare allows members to open the books on a Braille device, on a computer (via our new Web Reader tool), on a tablet or phone (via the apps Read2Go for iOS devices and Go Read for Android), on MP3 players, and on a myriad of assistive technology devices and software. In short, Bookshare is available anytime, anywhere to read and/or listen to books and periodicals in various accessible formats including DAISY text, BRF and audio. We are also exploring providing UEB in response to its adoption by BANA.

In addition, members can read the books with word or sentence highlighting using different colour fonts, background and foreground colours that allow them to read in the way that’s most helpful to them.  And the rapid growth continues - working with over 180 educational publishing partners, we are adding 3000 books a month from volunteers and publishers.  

Before Bookshare, people with print disabilities were extremely limited in their selection. We hear horrible stories all of the time in which students were told that books needed for classes were unavailable in formats that they could read and that there was nothing that could be done. Grades suffered. Futures suffered. It was inexcusable.  Some people could read large print books or books in Braille which are heavy, expensive and not available for most titles. Some began the time consuming task of scanning books and putting them into digital files. Bookshare was created to help people share these books amongst themselves, making us the first such library built by its users, and a pioneer in the eBook field beginning back in 2002. 

In 2007, an award from The US Department of Education Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) allowed Bookshare to grow its collection, make more teachers aware of the books available, and train them how to use the tools. Volunteers, starting with our users, have always aided our mission.  Now teachers volunteer their time via our Mentor Teacher program to help other educators learn about, and learn how to use, Bookshare. They have contributed immense amounts of knowledge and time to help us give our users what they need.

International

Bookshare also offers accessible books to people all over the world with qualifying print disabilities—they can either purchase individual memberships on their own, or work with one of our partners. 

Indeed, we have a large and growing international presence with members in over 40 countries—with at least 90,000 books available in most of them, and covering multiple languages (including books in Afrikaans, Arabic, French, German, Hindi, Polish, Spanish, and Tamil).  We partner with local organizations serving people with print disabilities in countries such as India, South Africa and Australia and many others.  More information about international membership and our local partners can be found here.  

We partner with groups around the world in another important way as well. Since our scanned books need to be proofread, we use this as an opportunity to work with social impact outsourcing programs in Kenya, Laos, India, and the US that give their employees both a job and an entrée into the information economy, thus delivering an extra benefit from our funding. For example, people with disabilities employed by one of our impact sourcing partners in India have gone on to work at major Indian IT firms after their tenure.

The Larger Story

Bookshare is part of the Benetech Global Literacy Program, run by Betsy Beaumon, which seeks to overcome the numerous challenges people have in gaining access to information critical to their lives. Also included in the program are Route 66 Literacy and the DIAGRAM Centre.

Global Literacy, along with Human Rights and the Environment, form the core program areas of Benetech, a non-profit organization which develops and uses technology for social good. It was founded in 1989 by MacArthur Award winner Jim Fruchterman.

Route 66 uses a unique teacher-tutor model that empowers people to teach others how to read. This technology is designed to require no special training, making it as easy as possible to use. The DIAGRAM Centre is actively working to overcome the barrier images can create for people with print disabilities, revolutionizing access to images and math along with our partners NCAM (The Carl and Ruth Shapiro Family National Centre for Accessible Media at WGBH--a member station of PBS) and the US Fund for DAISY. Established and funded by a five year research and development award by OSEP, timing for this, and our other new work on standards, and tools, could not be better given the current period of significant change in publishing and education.

At The Convergence of Accessibility and Digital Publishing

We are in a unique time, with the advancement of the new EPUB3 format in digital publishing, bringing accessibility into a mainstream format, new ways of online learning, the growth of OER (Open Educational Resources), the new U.S. Common Core education standards, and technology that now allows anyone to be a publisher. Together, they provide an opportunity to move accessibility forward in a way never before seen.  This creates an opening to change how things are done from the start, allowing accessibility to be built into the creation of materials –or, as we call it, “Born Accessible” making them cheaper, easier and faster to produce.  The excuse is gone. Content creators can truly make content born accessible and now is the time.

With our ties to education, publishing and technology, we are in a strong place to help, and are addressing the constituents, from publishers to distributors and reading tool makers, to inform them about making their products accessible.  This includes the content areas that have been so difficult for our field to achieve, including accessible images and math. 

First, we are working with the publishers to make sure that they take advantage of the accessibility features available in the new EPUB3 format. We put together a guide for creating accessible EPUB3 files for publishers with the top ten tips for accessible EPUB3 files which has helped them begin to take accessibility into their planning. http://bookshareblog.wpengine.com/2013/03/10-tips-for-creating-accessible-epub-3-files/ 

We worked with the IDPF (International Digital Publishing Forum), the group behind EPUB 3, on their Readium open source reader project.  This project provides publishers and retailers with a way to see how EPUB3 works, and to have a base for future reading tools.  We added accessibility features, creating our open source Web Reader for our users to stream Bookshare books, while providing an easier path for anyone to build accessibility into commercial content and reading tools. 

As technology changes, content creators now extend beyond traditional publishers-indeed anyone and everyone can be a publisher-so it is crucial for our work to extend beyond traditional content creators.

We are working with Creative Commons on OER’s (Open Educational Resources). In fact, we have put together an Accessibility Sprint to brainstorm and prototype new and improved open source solutions for creating, discovering and delivering educational content to students with disabilities.  Over 20 developers, designer and subject matter experts are planning to attend.

And The Hard(er) Stuff...

As if those challenges weren’t hard enough, Global Literacy is taking on the hardest one of all: STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics). As the key to training for success in today’s more technologically advanced society access to these materials are all the more important. 

Under the DIAGRAM Centre we created standards, best practices and guidelines for images in order to include all necessary information in the descriptions in ways that can be created in a consistent, understandable way by all creators.  Tactile and smart graphics are a significant part of our DIAGRAM work, with multiple projects underway.  These include a wizard-based decision tree to help decide when a description or a tactile is required and a set of tools to add QR Codes (quick response codes which consist of black dots on a white background in a square) to tactile graphics, enabling long descriptions to be read out loud by a mobile device. 

We also developed POET, a free open source tool. It enables crowd sourced image descriptions and provides an image accessibility checker, to indicate the number of images that have been described. Over 30,000 images have already been described by Bookshare volunteers and DIAGRAM is encouraging publishers to use POET directly, or as a model for supporting accessible images in the creation of their books.

Math is a particularly formidable challenge. MathML is the best solution for people with print disabilities, and we are only beginning to see publishers creating MathML from the start (but we’re thrilled to see that work happening!). Therefore, Benetech is working on tools such as MathHelper, which is built into the POET tool. It allows a user to create MathML where there was once only an image of math equations. Even with MathML in the books, how do students actually solve math problems and show their work in an online environment?  Another math project under the DIAGRAM Centre will help students to input math in an accessible manner. Finally, currently in beta, Web MathTrax, is a graphing calculator (based on NASA’s open source MathTrax project) that allows users to turn common equations into visual graphs accompanied by verbal description and a file suitable for creating a tactile graphic.

Now How Do I Find Them?

With so much work and progress, it is crucial that these accessible resources can be found by educators and students as well as by the general public, and we have been working on making sure that they can be. Learning resources can carry metadata, which are basically all the information that describe a given book or learning object (such as number of pages, dates etc). Through funding from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, we’ve defined accessibility information in conjunction with many key players across the accessibility field, worked with the Learning Resource Metadata Initiative (LRMI) to be sure it is included in educational metadata, and at the highest level with schema.org (which includes Google and all major search engines) to make sure the resources are found in search.

And More…

In addition to all of that, Benetech’s Global Literacy work extends into other areas in the field as well, partnering with many open source projects to help move the whole community forward (such as LibLouis, DAISY Pipeline, MathJax), collaborating on moving accessibility forward in mainstream standards, working with groups such as inBloom and the Learning Registry on personalized learning.  The work we’re doing with our partners is cutting edge and innovative. And it needs to be, for too long people with print disabilities have been left behind. With technology behind us, there is nothing that should hold people back from accessing information critical to their lives. Please join us, via Bookshare, DIAGRAM, or our other efforts, to realize the true potential of access for all across the world. 
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