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Introduction

The Filipinos’ proficiency in the English language and natural savvy for technology brought the Philippines back on the world map.  Because of the country’s strategic location, technological competency, low labor cost, skilled manpower and sound technological infrastructure, the Philippines became a hub for front-and-back office jobs for foreign firms.  Since then, the manpower requirement for the business process outsourcing (BPO) industry has been consistently and rapidly increasing.  Popular jobs include customer service representatives for call or contact centers, medical, corporate and legal transcriptionists, web designers, animators, automation specialists, computer programmers, musical transcriptionists and finance analysts, to name a few.

This ICT-enabled businesses brought about the “knowledge-based” economy where people get jobs because of what they know—computer literate, English proficient—and not on what they can do using physical strength—construction work, garments manufacturing, etc.  The ICT-enabled industries Gave the visually impaired a better chance at competition.

The knowledge-based economy has become an “equalizing” factor for persons with disabilities.  Blind or visually impaired who usually lack in physical strength can now compete on equal footing with the sighted on the basis of “knowledge” and “technological competence”.  Blind persons, in general, excel in the academic arena because of the innate need to prove themselves equal, if not better, than their sighted counterparts.  ICT-based industries such as transcription and programming have given the sight impaired new opportunities for employment.  The Internet has presented new ways to earn especially for Blind or visually impaired with limited mobility.  Assistive or access technology, in particular, has expanded the world of the blind and visually impaired by being the “key” to independence.  

This paper will discuss how The Adaptive Technology for Rehabilitation, Integration and Empowerment of the Visually Impaired or ATRIEV, a non-government organization, utilized access technology to explore new digital opportunities for the sight impaired. 
This paper is divided into: 
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2.  Cased studies 

2.1. 
Ma. Criselda “Krissy” Bisda, first totally blind recruitment officer in a contact center company
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Dr. Michael Borgonia, the first totally blind medical transcriptionist in the Philippines

3.  Summary and Conclusion

1.  About ATRIEV

1.1.  History

The Adaptive Technology for Rehabilitation, Integration and Empowerment of the Visually Impaired (ATRIEV) was organized in 1994 by a group of blind computer enthusiasts. ATRIEV started its training program in DOS in the backyard of its president, Antonio "Tony" Llanes Jr., who himself is visually impaired.

While ATRIEV was conducting home-based training programs for the blind in 1999, the Overbrook/Nippon Network on Educational Technology (ON-NET) started opening its doors for information technology (IT)-related projects in the Philippines. ATRIEV's proposal for an institutionalized computer training program for the blind was readily approved by ON-NET. All ATRIEV needed was a local partner.

On August 1, 1999, the Sunday magazine of the Philippine Daily Inquirer (a national daily broadsheet in the country) featured an article on ATRIEV's Llanes. Entitled "Reaching Beyond Sight," the article described Llanes' struggles and perseverance in learning IT. The article mentioned his completion of a basic course on DOS at Systems Technology Institute (STI) –the largest IT educational institution in the country--de​spite his blindness.

The article caught the attention of STI administrators, who sought Llanes, to explore possibilities of further helping him and his organization. Three weeks after the article’s publication, ATRIEV and STI met at Llanes' backyard and drafted the details for conducting the first comprehensive computer literacy training program for the visually impaired in the Philippines.

With ON-NET providing the adaptive equipment and operational expenses and STI adopting the program and providing the technical, logistical, and other support services, ATRIEV was ready to implement Project ATTRAC or the Adaptive Technology Training Resource and Access Center.

On Oct. 11, 1999, Project ATTRAC was launched at one of STI’s branches.  Project ATTRAC provides comprehensive computer literacy training courses to visually impaired high school graduates and young professionals. The Training programs consist of lectures, hands-on computer manipulation, class participation and examinations. Courses include basic computer literacy, English communications proficiency and life skills.

In 2001, the Technical Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA), The government agency in charge of technical and vocational education in the Philippines—supported Project ATTRAC. TESDA has provided scholarships for certificate courses at STI to graduates of Project ATTRAC. The qualifying examination for scholarship applicants was given in electronic format to make it readily accessible to the visually impaired.

In 2003, ATRIEV gained the support of Christoffel Blindenmission (CBM), a German-based organization that supports various projects for the disabled sector in over 100 countries worldwide. CBM's interest in supporting ATRIEV started with the training of trainers from all over the Philippines. CBM did not only fund the trainers' training program, it supported ATRIEV in all its other efforts through a five-year grant.

To date, Project ATTRAC has graduated more than 150 blind and sight impaired young adults. Two of its graduates became full-time members of the ATRIEV staff. Jonathan Palmero, a former masseur, became the Project Officer after attending advance teaching courses in Thailand. Lourdes Borgonia, a totally blind STI e-commerce graduate, is ATRIEV’s Webmaster.  ATRIEV and Lourdes Borgonia have recently been awarded by the Commission on Information Communications Technology—a government agency in charge of all ICT-related programs—as one of the “disabled friendly” websites in the Philippines second only to the website of the Philippine Congress.

ATRIEV’s Board of Trustees is instrumental in the employment of its graduates.  Peter Wallace, ATRIEV’s Chairman, is a leading political and business analyst in the Philippines.  His company, The Wallace Business forum, provides consulting services to more than 130 multi-national corporations in the country.  Other members of the Board include Mr. Joaquin Quintos, President of IBM Philippines; Craig Reines And James Donovon are chief executive officers of business process outsourcing (BPO) companies; Monico Jacob and Augusto Lagman, both members of the academe; and Sahlee Camposano, Assistant Vice President of Citibank Philippines. 

1.2.  Treading the Career Path: a Modular Approach 

A crucial initiative towards employment is to define clearly the career paths of the blind aligned with standards expected in the workplace.  After identifying a particular career, training modules are designed to instill Competency--defined as a set of Knowledge, Skills and Attitude (K,S,A)--needed to perform work activities within acceptable benchmarks.

A trainee must meet the required benchmark before proceeding to the next module.  Trainees who fail to meet the competency level requirement will undergo career guidance counseling to explore other career options.

The modular approach allows the trainee to do a self-assessment at the earliest stages of the career path so as not to invest time and effort in a training program where the trainee’s KSA cannot match employment standards.  

The modular training program currently implemented by ATRIEV includes:

1.2.1.  Pre-Employment Modules

· Access Technology in Popular Applications -- teaches basic computer literacy, including the use of screen reader and other assistive devices in tandem with Office Productivity application.  It is intended for blind and low-vision persons who wish to pursue higher education and those who need computer skills for livelihood or self-employment.

· English Communications Proficiency-- intended for high school graduates and college level/graduates designed to make visually impaired persons more competitive in the open job market.  The course covers workplace communications including English grammar, reading / listening comprehension, written and verbal communications, including business writing, conversation, presentation, and public speaking skills

1.2.2.  Job-Specific Modules

· Medical Transcription  Course-- intended for college graduates or those with equivalent training or work experience, designed to prepare them for mainstream medical transcription work. Transcription is the translation of recorded doctors’ voice dictations into electronic format. The course covers English grammar, medical terminology, use of an audio playback software and advance Internet applications in tandem with a screen reader software. On-the-job training is also provided in partnership with medical transcription companies.

· MIDI Musical Transcription (MMT)  Course-- intended for students who are high school graduates, at a minimum, and who already had musical background.  Students are taught how to “sequence” or translate analog music into digital format. Sequencing is the computerized replication and arrangement of musical instruments with the use of a special software. The digital recording is then made into ringtones or karaoke music.  The final phase of the course is an on-the-job training in partnership with a prospective employer.

1.3.  Job Matching

ATRIEV helps the visually-impaired compete on equal terms in the corporate world by highlighting their inherent skills and matching these skills to corporate needs.  Through the intervention of its Board of Trustees, ATRIEV’s Training and Employment Director meets with Human Resource (HR) or Operations Managers of selected companies to:

· demonstrate how a blind person can use computers

· discuss current job openings

· request for a detailed job description of specific job vacancies

· request from companies recommendations for training modules or training materials

· request the company for on-the-job training (OJT) for qualified trainees 

ATRIEV, for its part, after a thorough discussion with the HR or Operations Manager of the company shall:

· Design and implement a training module to provide job-specific competencies

· Conduct tests to assess trainees’ competencies 

· pre-screen of training graduates through a job interview

· provide Technical assistance to the trainees who are either employed or under internship

2.  Success Stories (Case Study)

2.1.  Ma. Criselda Bisda

2.1.1.
Family background

Ma. Criselda “Krissy” Bisda is the eldest of three daughters of Melvin Bisda, a government employee and Crisencia Bisda, a businesswoman.

2.1.2.  
Blindness and Education

Diagnosed with retinitis pigmentosa at age three, Krissy underwent eye surgery to save her sight. But because retinitis pigmentosa is a progressive disease, on her fifth grade, she already had difficulty in reading.  Upon the advice of school heads, her parents transferred her to Ramon Magsaysay High School, where a special education unit exists.  There, she learned how to read and write in Braille, this skill enabled Krissy to succeed in high school.

While taking up BS Psychology at the Philippine Women's University, she was a staff member of The Philwomenian, the school's student organ, a peer counselor, and the school representative to various competitions. She was also twice named "Female Swimmer of the Year" at Resources for the Blind's summer camps in 1999 and 2001, and won the first prize in swimming competitions organized by the Phil​ippine Blind Sports Association.

2.1.3.  ATRIEV’s Intervention

After college, Krissy took up the basic computer literacy course under ATRIEV.  Toward the latter part of the course, Krissy volunteered to spearhead ATRIEV’S personal development program.  This program includes free counseling and workshops, and a phone helpline for persons with disabilities (PWDs).  She also organized workshops on parenting and on improving self-esteem. 

Krissy’s involvement with ATRIEV led her to a bigger world.  ATRIEV Chairman Peter Wallace has actively campaigned for the employment of qualified visually impaired persons among multi-national companies.  Through Wallace, ATRIEV’s blind pioneers met with TeleTech’s General Manager, Craig Reines.

After several consultations with TeleTech executives, TeleTech was ready to hire a qualified blind person but the screen reader program did not interface with TeleTech’s proprietary software.   “We should not be limited by the screen reader software,” Reines explains.  “There are a host of other jobs that a blind person may be able to do that may not require the software interface,” he said.  Reines readily identified the recruitment specialist position as a job that may be fit for the blind.  As a recruitment specialist, a blind person interviews several applicants using a questionnaire and then assesses the applicants’ skills based on a set of criteria.  Finally, the recruitment specialist writes a report and inputs it in the computer.

ATRIEV , after receipt of the job description for a recruitment specialist, pre-screened 9 former trainees.  Five were recommended to TeleTech for an initial interview.  Of the five, only Krissy met TeleTech’s English proficiency standards.

Krissy attributes her current employment to her determination and genuine desire to find a job.  She spent one whole year job-hunting and she has been turned down time and again because of her disability.  TeleTech’s affirmative action and equal opportunity policy has given hope to persons like Krissy.  “It’s the equal opportunity policy TeleTech offers that allowed me to work there.” Krissy emphasizes.    “Reines  is a committed advocate of employing qualified visually impaired persons.  He hopes that this initiative will snowball in other TeleTech sites in the Philippines and around the world.  At present, Krissy has been promoted to an agent talent acquisition specialist and she encourages other blind persons to follow in her footsteps.

2.2.  
Dr. Michael Borgonia

2.2.1.  Family And Educational background

Michael Borgonia is the eldest of three children of Ricaredo and Luzviminda Borgonia, both are educators in Cebu.   He is married to Ma. Luisa, a classmate in college and they are blessed with four sons—the eldest aged 17 and the youngest is 8.  

Michael took up Biology as his pre-medical course.  He then continued his medicine proper and his residency training at Southwestern University, Asner College of Medicine.

2.2.2.  Background of blindness

In March 2001, on his way out of the Balamban district hospital—where he served as a government physician for over seven years--Michael was shot in the head by a hired gunman. 

The district hospital gave him immediate medical attention but he had to be taken to Cebu Doctors Hospital for the bullet to be removed. “After the shot I was still conscious, but my sight blacked-out instantly,” recounted Michael. After three weeks, Michael was brought to Manila for another surgery in an attempt to save his eyesight. “As a doctor, I knew I had lost my sight permanently,” he said.

For three months after the incident, Michael experienced sleepless nights. Michael’s blindness also meant loss of income; which, for the father of four primary school-aged boys, was particularly tough. 

2.2.3.  ATRIEV’S Intervention

In 2004, Michael heard an interview on a television news program about ATRIEV and its computer training program for the blind.  After careful consideration and consultation with his family, Michael decided to relocate to Manila to attend ATRIEV’s Medical Transcription Training Course.  Michael confesses that he had no interest in computers when he still had his sight. Equipped with his medical background, he memorized all the key commands including editing commands to meet minimum entry level requirements.  In less than a year, however, Michael reached the minimum speed requirement of 45 words per minute.  All he needed was to meet the medical transcription company’s accuracy standards. 

The on-the-job training was held at the ATRIEV Training Center equipped with computer units, DSL connection, screen reader software, and electronic medical references.  While ATRIEV’S partner company, Total Transcription Solutions Inc. (TTSI) provided practice voice files to trainees with a client confidentiality agreement. 

TTSI is one of the Philippines’ leading medical transcription companies. It provides offshore medical transcription services to hospitals, clinics, group and individual practices. Myla Rose Reyes, managing director at TTSI, admitted that they were initially apprehensive in dealing with visually impaired persons. “But when we saw the screen reader software, and (considering) that the only impairment was (visual), it gave us a sense of hope,” Reyes explained. TTSI is the first medical transcription company that gave internship opportunities to blind persons. 

During the first phase of the OJT, Michael topped the class but his scores did not meet TTSI’s qualifying rating.  The second and last chance of the OJT was given to the top two trainees of ATRIEV.  Michael started with 93% accuracy, which increased steadily every week, and reached 96% on his fourth week. 

After the fourth week, TTSI decided to stop giving him practice files and deliberate on Michael’s work. After deliberations, TTSI offered Michael a one-year contract as home medical transcriptionist.  According to Reyes, “I would like to highlight that we didn’t look at his limits. Our evaluation was based on his ability to meet our requirements. The standards are the same as with able-bodied persons.” 

To date, Michael continues to be TTSI’s home medical transcriptionist and the company is considering him for additional accounts.

3.  
Summary and Conclusion

In the foregoing discussion, particularly the case studies cited, there are four factors that contributed to the success of a blind person in job competition:

3.1.  
Familial Support

Logically, blind persons who were accepted by their parents or spouses regardless of their disabilities displayed self-confidence.  The family’s acceptance is pivotal in the blind person’s self worth.  The family reinforces the blind person’s emotional stability and resiliency to problems. Not only is the moral support vital but the financial capability as well.

3.2. 
Financial Resources

The immediate family’s financial capability to provide the expensive adaptive equipment for the blind is also a deciding factor in the blind’s success.  The prohibitive cost of adaptive equipment usually limits the extent of the blind’s opportunity to perfect his/her craft.  Financial support is also needed for hiring a blind person’s personal guide which entails additional operating cost for the family.  Blind persons whose families have the luxury to provide the resources for such requirements have a leverage over the average blind.

3.3.  Appropriate Education

Crucial in landing the job is the right educational background.  In the two case studies presented, Both Krissy and Michael have the educational background fitted to the position.  ATRIEV just provided them with the technical skills and linked them with the proper companies to find a perfect match.  The collegiate education acquired is one of the major factors for the determination of the job match.

3.4.  Life Skills

More than the academic achievement, the blind person’s attitude is the most important factor for success.  In the case studies cited, Krissy and Michael exhibited their determination and perseverance.  Both are well-rounded individuals who are exposed to real life situations. Both cases took their responsibilities seriously giving emphasis to preparation and patience.  The jobs did not come easy but Krissy and Michael simply refused to give up and their firm resolve paid off in the end.

In summary, blind persons can be assets to the work force if they have the knowledge, skills and attitude fitted to the job.  Below are results of a survey done by ATRIEV among 33 managers from IBM Philippines regarding skills and traits that they look for in a job applicant or employee: 

· Able to meet deadlines 100%

· Always with a desire to learn / develop 100%

· Can admit mistakes / accept failure 94%

· Can effectively express oneself 94%

· Can nurture good relationships in the workplace 94%

· Can develop / work out and implement solutions 91%

· Can effectively communicate verbally 91%

· Can efficiently use / effectively manage time 91%

· Self-motivated 85%

· Complies with company policies / procedures 82%

· Devoted to one's work 82%

· Reliable / Dependable 82%

· Abilities and skills match job requirements 82%

in the results above, majority ranked "Abilities and skills match job requirements" high. this is almost always a given, and this is why ATRIEV is looking for mainstream job opportunities that match the skills of the graduates of its training programs while at the same time continuously enhancing its training programs to be more suitable for available job opportunities.

"Honest / Trustworthy / Has integrity" is also highly rated. this is a trait and not a skill. it is primarily developed in the family, in school, and in the community, although its importance can be emphasized through experiential activities in life skills training workshops. 

the results of the survey are part of the reason why ATRIEV is implementing a modular training approach, which teaches in more manageable modules (rather than a lengthier, comprehensive course) and introduces English Communications Proficiency and Life Skills at Work (focus on communications, relationships / people skills, and other soft skills). The new scheme brings together both the traits and skills that employers need so as to make ATRIEV graduates more competitive in open employment.
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