The DOSVOX software as a therapeutic resource for the education and rehabilitation of visually impaired
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INTRODUCTION 

Visual disability is a loss that leads one to come in contact with personal feelings of ambivalence, anger, anguish, denial of blindness and hope for cure (MONTILHA, 2000).

Among other challenges, people with visual loss face obstacles in reading and writing, which disrupt their contact with society, adding to difficulties in social and cultural inclusion.

Blindness is defined as visual acuity equal or less than 3/60 in the better seeing eye, with the best optical correction, while low vision is defined as visual acuity equal or better than  6/60 in the better seeing eye, after the best possible correction (THYLEFORS, 1995).

Despite the loss of abilities incurred by onset of visual disabilities, there are resources available such as DOSVOX, that can compensate for the process of loss.  DOSVOX is a computer program developed for people with visual disability.  It was created at the Núcleo de Computação Eletrônica da Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro (UFRJ) in 1994.  The original aim was to aid visually impaired undergraduate students at the university.  However, this group demonstrated that the resulting acquisition of autonomy at school and at work was so positive, that the team that developed the program realized they should expand the project to other potential users, so as to make this resource publicly available to citizens with other needs as a means of guaranteeing their right to information (BORGES, [s.d.]).

In this program, communication with the user is achieved through a voice synthesizer, using the Portuguese language, though it can be configured in other languages as well.

The user’s access to the program occurs by means of the keyboard; after memorizing the position of the keys and the commands for each function, the program is quite easy to use.  DOSVOX uses a selection system based on menus, reducing the possibility for mistakes, since each item selected through navigation keys is read before confirmation for entering the function.

DOSVOX offers a variety of useful functions for daily living, such as a program for reading and word editor, daily schedule, printouts in large print and in Braille, check signers and others (BORGES, [s.d.]).

There are other computer programs accessible for the visually disabled including Jaws, Virtual Vision, Deta Talk, screen enlargers, etc., which can be used in a complementary fashion or together. What makes the difference between these programs is the means of acquisition. While the other programs must be bought, and are often quite expensive, DOSVOX is can be downloaded for on the internet, requiring only a PC line computer, sound plaque or availability of “onboard” sound (sound plaques installed in the mother plaque).  These items are available in any simple computer package sold today.  One other requirement: the computer must execute Microsoft Windows 95 or superior (CARVALHO, 2002).

This program has been offered as a resource in the Visual Disability Rehabilitation Program for Adolescents and Adults, at the Centro de Estudos e Pesquisas “Prof. Dr. Gabriel O. S. Porto”, of the School of Medical Sciences of the State University of Campinas (UNICAMP), for over 10 years, ever since it was made available to others outside the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro.  In the beginning, the proposal was used mainly as an educational tool, through the participation of the multidisciplinary team, but for the last four months, Occupational Therapists have taken on the resource in their sessions.

OBJECTIVES

The aim of this study was to investigate DOSVOX as a therapeutic resource in the process of rehabilitation/inclusion of people with visual disability, as well as looking at the Occupational Therapy’s approach to this resource.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

During the first semester of 2005, the study began with a group of people with low vision attending CEPRE (FCM-UNICAMP).  The weekly one hour group sessions were taped, focusing on performance using the proposed resource and the therapist’s intervention.  Users perceptions of the DOSVOX and its benefits to daily functions were also registered by means of a questionnaire applied during interviews.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The group sessions enabled the participants to share their experiences.  These meetings became a welcoming context, allowing for the elaboration of losses, discovery of new abilities and building new perspectives.

Some aspects were observed and guided during the sessions from the beginning, such as positioning and posture while using the equipment.  Besides the computer, other non optical resources were used, such as illumination, contrast, screen enhancer and user friendly font configuration.

In people with low vision, understanding of visual acuity, of visual perception and of limitations disease imposes are essential in perceiving the need for adaptations and adjustments required by this context.  It is crucial to adapt computer images and visual fields according to the visual field needs of each person.

For some users, this experience at CEPRE was the first time they had had access to computer technology, due to disinterest because of the challenges imposed by low vision or due to lack of opportunities, because of scarce social or economic resources.

All subjects interviewed recognized the importance of the computer, as they perceived the necessity and possibilities for using this resource at the present time; they also recognized that this resource was easy to use and represented a source of information as well.

The uses for computer technology were described as to aspects related to knowledge acquisition, doing research for personal reasons, professional use or for leisure and for cognitive development.

The interviewees’ personal interests in using the computer included the chance to read, access information and professional training.  During the sessions, as the activity became more contextualized, users were oriented in their learning according to individual and group interests.

The participants perceived DOSVOX according to context and their need to use the computer, as an aid in typing, or as occupational options due to the scarcity of resources for the visually disabled.  This program was also described as a means for informing the visually disabled person about what the computer is and how it works; while other participants highlighted their enthusiasm at recognizing this resource as the best invention available for those limited by visual disability.  DOSVOX is important “...because you don’t stay estranged from the world”.  

Various DOSVOX functions were pointed out, among them the voice synthesizer, used as an aid for computer use, and mainly, enhancement of typing skills.  There were also references to the fact that the program respects the operation time required by each user, as well as having the function of representing equity in social roles so as to “show me and also others who do not have disabilities, that we have the same abilities ... I am not different, and I can do as much as anybody else”. 

The interviewees presented their expectations for furthering their knowledge of the program so as to facilitate some daily activities and reduce their spare time.  Other expectations had to do with understanding that the program would help approaching them to family members and in establishing social contacts, since computers today are a part of various social contexts.

Learning technical aspects of DOSVOX and gaining computer skills were mentioned as valuable elements of the sessions at CEPRE.  The professionals’ incentive was also important to taking up activities again that had been interrupted by onset of visual disability, as was meeting with people with the same disability, for strengthening the exclusion of feelings of inferiority.

The fact that newfound abilities encountered during the sessions at CEPRE were not trained in other locations was referred as detrimental to memorization.  As a result, some participants were motivated to acquire equipment or look for other opportunities to use the computer.

After learning to use the program, the interviewees commented that changes occurred in their daily living, as they became more interested in the computer.  They participated more fully in family debates, “... because I used to feel left out of everybody’s conversation topics”.  They also stated they intended to learn and perfect their knowledge of the program and develop leisure activities, such as writing poetry, besides using the computer as occupation and amusement.

All those interviewed stated they had the possibility of using the computer in external contexts, other than CEPRE.  Half owned a computer at home and those who didn’t intended to buy one.

Despite the fact that, in general, few know about DOSVOX, this program is gaining  followers, mainly among people with visual disability;  the participants of this study said they told others about the program as often as they could, whether or not they were visually disabled.  “This was so good for me it must be spread to others”. 

Occupational Therapy is a profession that is concerned with human activity, and which provides for the transformation of situations and those involved, so as to enhance training and rehabilitation processes.  This field considers the subject’s history, his or her family and social contexts, emotional aspects, the ways he or she deals with reality, his or her needs, interests, expectations and abilities, aiming for better quality of life. Where visual disability is concerned, assessment and visual function and efficiency are also relevant concerns, albeit not the only aims (MONTILHA, 2000/2001).

CONCLUSION

DOSVOX represents one of the computer technology adaptations created for people with visual disabilities which guarantees and facilitates access to reading, writing, communication, information and culture.

The results of this study point to a positive evaluation of this program as a therapeutic resource, because it offers the chance to regain daily achievements that were difficult or impossible to do before, such as schoolwork and professional and leisure activities essential to good quality of life. 
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