Where’s my book?

Tackling the textbook deficit faced by school pupils with sight loss
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Executive summary

Blind and partially sighted children throughout the UK are losing out on their education because they can’t always get the textbooks they need. Despite the best efforts of teachers and support staff, the shortage of books in large print, audio and braille is having a real effect on children’s educational and social development.

It is estimated that there are over 20,000 children in the UK between the ages of 5 and 16 with a visual impairment severe enough to require specialist educational support. The majority are educated in mainstream schools. Support through specialist teachers and teaching assistants is organised in a range of ways by different education authorities.

Each child is different. Each has their own needs in terms of using braille or differing print sizes, along with computers and magnifiers. One size does not fit all.

Our research shows just how few accessible textbooks can be acquired off the shelf: 

· Less than one maths or science title in forty is available in large print at key stage 3.

· None of the science textbooks for key stage 4 prescribed by examination boards in Wales or Northern Ireland is available in any accessible format.

· Not one of the atlases or dictionaries most widely used at Key Stage 4 is available in any accessible format.

We have also surveyed local education authorities throughout the country, and have visited a cross-section to interview teachers, support staff and young people themselves. This report summarises their views and experiences.

The current system of providing accessible textbooks is simply not working. It lacks any national coherence or co-ordination, and is far from cost-effective. In an age of digital technology, we have found that dedicated staff are often reduced to cutting, pasting and photocopying textbooks page by page to get them to their pupils in time. Despite their best efforts, delays in providing textbook material are far from uncommon.

Teachers clearly see that this has a marked effect on the pupils in their charge. 92 per cent estimate that delays have “a large” or “some” effect on social inclusion and educational development.

While the problem is not a new one, today’s technology can offer a cost-effective and practical solution. In putting forward their views on how to remedy this situation, most teachers favoured solutions which gave them access to electronic content, either directly from publishers or via a central source. Overwhelmingly, they supported the establishment of country or UK-wide services to co-ordinate textbook provision.

“If there was a central source of braille and large print books it would save an enormous amount of time which could then be spent on teaching the curriculum – a far more valuable pursuit!” (Teacher responding to RNIB survey)

Conclusion 

RNIB is calling on central and devolved governments to act decisively in the light of these findings. We are asking them to draw up and implement a well-resourced action plan and would like to see a substantial pilot project in place before the next school year, heralding an end to the present textbook deficit.

We believe the solution lies in the establishment of a central resource, or portal, through which educational publishers could make electronic copies of their textbooks available for sale or licensing to teachers and specialist agencies. We also want to work towards an agreed file format for these texts.

This will be a complex and challenging task. Solutions should not place unreasonable burdens either on the publishing industry or on charities.

Experience encourages us to believe that publishers would in fact be able to support imaginative and innovative solutions, given adequate safeguards. However, it is clearly the duty of Government to take the lead in bringing such changes about, as well as to fund and sustain them.

This campaign report outlines our research findings and recommends a way forward. Copies of the full research can be found on our website, www.rnib.org.uk/righttoread, along with copies of this report, a summary report on the situation in Wales and the research conducted in Scotland.

Books are crucial. Take access to books away from sighted schoolchildren, close school libraries or delay the book until the week after the lesson, and there would be a national outcry! Yet in effect this repeatedly happens to children who can’t see as much as their peers.

Please consider the evidence and join us in calling on Government to take urgent action. Our children won’t have a second chance to go to school. 

1. Introduction

Setting the scene

It is estimated that there are over 20,000 children in the UK between the ages of 5 and 16 with a visual impairment severe enough to warrant specialist educational services. Approximately half have additional disabilities and at least 30 per cent have complex needs including severe or profound and multiple learning disabilities.

The majority are educated in mainstream schools. Support is most often provided by peripatetic teachers from the local authority’s Visual Impairment Advisory Service, with in-class and curriculum support provided by teaching assistants. Some schools are additionally resourced for blind and partially sighted pupils, with the specialist teachers and teaching assistants based in a resource centre at the school.

A key aspect of support for pupils is the provision of textbooks and other curriculum materials in accessible formats – usually braille or large print. Accessible books can sometimes be purchased or commissioned from external providers but are often produced in-house at school or local authority level.

Our work brings us into close contact with teachers and other professionals, as well as with young people with sight loss and their families. For some time we have been acutely aware of the difficulties the profession faces in striving to ensure that pupils get textbooks in accessible formats, and get them on time.

As long ago as 2000, these issues were highlighted as part of our major survey of children and young people with sight loss, “Shaping The Future” [1 and 2]. It had been hoped that the extension of anti-discrimination legislation to schools would alleviate this situation. There is, sadly, plenty of evidence that it has not.

When we took our concerns to Whitehall, we found Government unwilling to accept that there really was a significant problem. Happily, some of the devolved administrations have been more receptive.

Consequently we realised that there was a need to commission extensive research across the country to find out what the professionals were experiencing and what solutions they believed would be the most effective.

2. Our research findings

Earlier this year we sent out a questionnaire to local authority teaching and support staff across England, Wales and Northern Ireland, and received a gratifyingly high response rate of 59 per cent. Scottish authorities had already been surveyed in 2004/5. The survey responses were complemented by in-depth case studies in a cross-section of English and Welsh local authority areas, where we spoke to a range of professionals and to young people themselves. We also interviewed pupils in Northern Ireland. This work was backed up by desk research into the proportion of textbook titles actually already published in accessible formats.

The message coming back from the research is clear. The current system of providing pupils with accessible textbooks is simply not working. There is no national co-ordination, and the methods used locally are often antiquated for the digital era. Most importantly, the piecemeal nature of provision can have a marked effect on the educational progress and social development of pupils. The solution is electronic, and central, with most staff longing for access to digital content either from the publishers or through a Government-funded central source.

What’s available off the shelf?

In 2006 Loughborough University’s Library and Information Statistics Unit (LISU) surveyed the availability of off the shelf accessible Key Stage 3 and 4 textbooks [3]. Its reports looked at the core subjects of maths, science, English and Welsh, as well as dictionaries and atlases.

The titles in the study were selected using information from exam boards and from leading educational publishers. Thus, they represent the range of books most likely to be used in schools.

The LISU research covered both large and giant print, braille, audio, and electronic texts. Commercially produced large print books are usually in 16 point.

However many pupils need much larger print such as 24 or 36 point. The term “giant print” is used here for 18 point and above. We have limited our summary below to large print, giant print and braille, the formats most currently used in the classroom.

The most striking aspect of the various figures is that large print is much less available than braille. This is despite the fact that large print is the required format of the majority of children with sight loss.

England, Wales and Northern Ireland

What’s available at key stage 3?

Key stage 3 covers pupils aged 11 to 14.

Maths

Of the 129 titles surveyed: 

· one in forty (2.3 per cent) were available in large or giant print – in other words, three titles

· one in seven (14 per cent) were available in braille.

Science

Of the 88 titles surveyed:

· two (2.3 per cent) were found in giant print, with none at all in large print

· six (6.8 per cent) were available in braille

· an additional seven titles were available in one format or another in a previous edition.

English Language and Literature

Of 143 English language textbooks surveyed:

· one was available in giant print, with nothing in large print

· two were available in braille. 

Of the 63 English literature texts surveyed:

· two books (3.2 per cent) existed in large print in the most up to date edition

· seven books (11.1 per cent) were available in braille. 

Reference titles

Of the 23 books identified:

· only one was available in braille or in large print.

Since this category covers atlases, monolingual and bi-lingual dictionaries, some categories were totally unavailable.

What’s available at key stage 4? 

Key stage 4 covers pupils at GCSE level.

The research looked separately at generic texts and at those specified by three English exam boards and their counterparts in Wales and Northern Ireland.

Maths

Of the 37 generic titles identified:

· one was available in large print and giant print

· one in five (16.2 per cent) were available in braille.

Schools seeking texts for specific boards are even more limited.

· Of the 62 books set by the three English boards surveyed, none was available in large print, two were available in giant print and one in braille.

· One of the three texts prescribed in Wales and one of the eight prescribed in Northern Ireland is available in braille, with none at all in large or giant print.

Science

· None of the 21 titles prescribed by exam boards or widely used in secondary schools is available in large or giant print. Only one is available in braille.

· None of the science textbooks prescribed in Wales or Northern Ireland is available in any format, nor are any of those prescribed by one of the English boards.

English Language and Literature 

Of the 17 generic English language or literature study support texts identified none was found in any format other than large print, where just one of the books was available.

English literature set texts are a little more likely to be available in accessible formats. Many of them are “classics” or titles that are in demand more generally, not just in schools. Even so, finding the edition which matches exam board specification, is still a challenge.

· In England overall, only 16.5 per cent of the texts specified by exam boards were available in large print.

· In Northern Ireland, just over one in four (27.6 per cent) of English set texts were available in large or giant print and fewer than two set books in five (37.9 per cent) were available in braille.

Reference titles

· Of the 17 titles identified, none was available in any alternative format. 

What’s available in Scotland?

A separate but similar LISU study in Scotland could not come up with as many specific findings. Scottish curriculum and qualification bodies do not recommend specific titles. A greater proportion of the curriculum material studied in Scottish schools is generated at school or local authority level. An increasing proportion is also accessed on line.

Thus only a relatively small number of titles could be identified as being specifically for the Scottish curriculum. Of the 57 English language, 36 maths and 18 science texts that were so identified, none were available in large or giant print and only one English and one maths text in braille. Although some of the texts used in the rest of the UK will no doubt also be used in Scotland, the availability of off the shelf titles appears, if anything, to be even worse than elsewhere.

From our research we can confidently conclude that only a very small proportion of texts specified by exam boards or otherwise widely used in secondary education is available off the shelf in any accessible formats.

The wide and ever changing range of titles used in schools aggravates the problem – there may be a national curriculum, but there is no national syllabus.

The real situation in schools

In April 2006 we sent postal questionnaires to Local Education Authorities (LEAs) throughout England and Wales, and to teachers of blind and partially sighted children in Northern Ireland.

This questionnaire sought to learn from teachers and managers how they provided accessible textbooks to pupils, given the shortage of off the shelf titles, to what extent this shortage affected pupils’ educational and social development, and how they would like to see the situation resolved.

We received responses from people representing:

· 76 of the 150 LEAs from all ten English regions

· 14 of the 22 Welsh LEAs

· four of the five Northern Ireland Education Boards.

The highest proportion of the responses came from qualified teachers of visually impaired children, while others came from resource technicians, teaching assistants or people in more managerial roles. Respondents worked in a variety of settings, and included local authority peripatetic teachers supporting a large number of pupils in mainstream schools, staff in resource units supporting a number of pupils and those supporting individual pupils in mainstream settings.

Between them, our respondents supported over 3,000 pupils, with a wide range of types and severity of visual impairment, reflected in the range of formats required. Some worked through braille, but those requiring large print needed sizes from 14 point (in which this report has been printed) to point size 36 or more.

Our initiative in conducting this survey was well received.

“This would be a fantastic thing for RNIB to champion. It would make a huge difference to the lives and learning potential of all visually impaired pupils.”

In addition to the research conducted by questionnaire, we also visited six LEAs across Wales and England to question staff and pupils and investigate the issues at local level. The aim of this research was to gain a more detailed picture of the challenges faced by pupils and staff. The LEAs chosen varied in size and in population characteristics and illustrate a diversity of staffing and funding arrangements. In Northern Ireland our researcher interviewed pupils to ascertain their views and experiences.

The case studies highlighted hard-working teams of dedicated people doing their utmost to provide the pupils in their charge with a quality education. They often have to go to considerable lengths to achieve this.

The situation outlined in this report has been drawn together from all our research. The quotations are from respondents to the written questionnaire.

The full report on this research is available from our website, www.rnib.org.uk/righttoread 

Difficulties in acquiring books

Given the shortage of off the shelf accessible titles highlighted in the LISU survey, it is hardly surprising that:

· more than nine in ten (92 per cent) of all respondents, and 100 per cent of those in Wales and Northern Ireland, “frequently” or “quite often” experienced difficulties in obtaining large print textbooks from external providers

· more than eight in ten (85 per cent) experienced equally frequent difficulties with braille.

“It is a nightmare getting hold of books and finding out who has them.”

Two core subjects caused the greatest difficulties. Maths was identified as the most problematic, followed by science, modern languages and geography. However, equally problematic is the sheer variety of textbooks used across schools in any subject.

“…all schools tend to use different textbooks or just ‘dip’ into various textbooks. There is no uniformity even within authorities let alone nationally. Perhaps there are too many textbooks. Also at key stage 4 textbooks will be tailored to different exam boards.”

A teaching assistant in one of our case study authorities said that, with the exception of English literature texts, she had only managed to source one textbook externally in four years.

Lucy’s story

Lucy is partially sighted, and reads 24 point or larger. Her Mum Karen says, “When I was growing up I always had my nose buried in a book. I’d go to the library on Saturday and get seven books and would be back the following week to get another seven. I’d love Lucy to have the same opportunity as me to love reading, but I just don’t think she’s going to get that chance – not with the lack of books currently available to her. Lucy uses a CCTV (closed circuit television) at school and although she gets by, I know that she finds it confusing and difficult to use. It would be so much easier for her if she had books in a print size she could read. I’d like there to be a central place that both I and Lucy’s teachers could go to, to get books in a print size that she can read.”

In-house production 

“…we produce our own – scan diagrams, re-type in correct font or scan if possible.”

· Almost a quarter of respondents (24 per cent) said they produced most or all of their braille textbooks in-house.

· A third (34 per cent) said the same about large print.

There are other reasons why schools sometimes choose to produce locally rather than commission or buy accessible titles from specialist providers. The reason rated as most important by over 80 per cent of respondents was the scope to adapt the book to an individual pupil’s needs. This is a particular element in producing large print, but also features prominently as a reason for producing braille locally.

A second reason given was the time it can take for books commissioned externally to be produced. A teacher in one of the authorities we visited commented that it had on some occasions taken 6 months to get a book brailled by an external provider.

At least a quarter of respondents also cited purchase price as an important issue for both off the shelf and commissioned titles. One respondent to the postal survey quoted a figure of £800 for a music book to be put into braille, reflecting the time and specialist skills involved. However, some added that the perception that purchase prices were too high might be flawed if the true cost of local production, including staff costs, was taken into account.

The workload

The workload involved in in-house production can be enormous, and very time consuming. The visual impairment service in one of our case study authorities had enlarged 341 books between March 2005 and March 2006. One teaching assistant had produced ten history books during the past year, each amounting to six or seven braille volumes.

Mary’s story

Mary is a peripatetic teacher, part of a team providing specialist support for blind and partially sighted children in mainstream schools within the Bath and Bristol area. “I understand that publishers can’t produce all their books in a variety of large print and in braille, but if they could provide us with a disk of the book it would make things so much easier. It can take hours and sometimes even days to produce text in large print for a child. Surely the books are on disk somewhere? Wouldn’t it make sense if the publishers could just provide me with those? I’d love to see a central resource holding textbooks and resources that teachers working with VI students could download files from. I don’t think it’s an unreasonable request. How can you expect a child to develop a love of books, when there are so few that they can read!”

Books are sometimes enlarged by scanning text into a computer and enlarging it electronically. This is by no means straightforward, as the text needs to be properly formatted to fit the page. However with many subjects, such as modern languages, IT and maths where there are diagrams, tables and illustrations in textbooks scanning will not work and the only option is to enlarge them on a photocopier. This is a laborious and lengthy process which involves re-typing text and manual cutting and pasting before photocopying the final product onto A3 paper and binding it into a book.

“People do not realise how time consuming it is to produce a book – particularly if it is one with diagrams, such as geography, science and maths. I am employed full time to produce braille and large print for our school and I often have a teaching assistant to help, also teachers do some of their own resources, yet still I struggle to produce everything required.”

In one authority, teachers reported that they often had to transcribe books at home in their spare time, as well as in school or office.

In practice, staff often have to produce a book in stages, page by page or chapter by chapter, since there is no time to produce the whole text before the class starts to use it. The result is often incomplete, making it difficult to share this material with other schools.

Delays and their impact

Over half the respondents considered that their pupils experienced delays “frequently” or “quite often” in receiving large print or braille textbooks from an external provider.

Even with in-house production, only 25 per cent of respondents could state that their pupils never experienced such delays for braille, and only 18 per cent for large print.

For all textbooks, whether produced in-house or obtained from an external source, a higher proportion of respondents from Wales and Northern Ireland said that delays occurred “frequently” or “quite often” compared with respondents from England. This was particularly apparent for Northern Ireland, with no respondent able to say there were never delays in the provision of large print books.

Forward planning by other teachers is also a key element in the overall picture. The lack of adequate advance notification of required titles from some subject teachers was rated a “very important” factor by around half of our respondents in determining whether a book had to be produced in-house. It also ranked as the third most common reason for delays.

To ensure that pupils who are waiting for their accessible textbooks are still able to continue with the lesson, alternative provision has to be made.

The solution used by the majority of respondents was to provide text on a page by page basis, a tenuous and risky process. Nine out of ten (91 per cent) respondents had to adopt this method to ensure that their pupils were still able to continue with the lesson.

The second most widely used option was for a teaching assistant to sit with the pupil in class and read the text aloud to them. Just over eight in ten (83 per cent) sometimes had to resort to this solution.

The most alarming finding of all is that 92 per cent of our respondents felt that delays in accessing textbooks had “a large” effect or “some effect” both on their pupils’ social development and their educational progress.

“If accessible text is not available pupils fall behind and find it too much of a struggle and switch off.”

Delays in provision of texts require alternative arrangements to be made. This can lead to the pupil being treated differently from his or her peers, and this may have an adverse effect on their social inclusion.

“…Having accessible materials benefits self esteem, social inclusion and independence.” 

The views of the young people

While the bulk of our findings come from adult professionals, we also recognise the importance of the views of the young people interviewed as part of the case study work.

We talked to six young people from Wales, five from Northern Ireland and ten from England. Two of the Welsh and three of the English pupils were braille users.

Of the large print users, most relied primarily on hard copy enlarged textbooks and other reading materials. A minority, however, used low vision devices such as closed circuit television and magnifiers to read standard print materials. Some used a combination of methods.

Personal preferences for hard copy or low vision device were evenly split, but some did point out that a drawback of closed circuit television was that it was relatively slow and inflexible as a reading device. One interviewee felt that not having her books enlarged prevented her from finishing her work on time, with the result that she often fell behind.

A further drawback was that they were unlikely to have such relatively expensive devices at home.

The pupils we spoke to in England and Wales were generally quite stoical about their experiences. Some could recall significant delays in receiving textbooks, and having simply to sit and listen in the classroom, but overall they had been able to access texts because their support staff were in several cases producing them page by page or chapter by chapter.

In Northern Ireland, however, four of the five young people reported experiencing delays.

The root cause of these particular delays seems to be the lack of large print titles and the repeated need for last minute photocopying. One interviewee explained how much more convenient a large print book would be: 

“This would mean during class the teacher could say we will be using this or that in the book rather than have to say to the classroom assistant to go and photocopy the bits I need. This is sort of time consuming and it holds me, and sometimes the whole class, back.”

The one thing that did unite large print users across all countries was their dislike of learning material on large, A3 paper. Staff often have to fall back on this method of production, as described above, but the pupils disliked it because:

· the photocopied pages were unclear and difficult to read

· they were cumbersome and heavy to carry

· they made the pupil feel different.

“I can’t stand A3! I absolutely hate it!…[A4] is a…lot more ‘normal’…The whole point of people modifying things is to make things as normal as possible…”

“The main problem [for me] is getting it in a clear font. Even when it is enlarged it has to be black writing on a white background with a very clear contrast. Some of the books we had were perhaps white text on an orange background.”

Kirsten’s story

Kirsten, aged 12, is partially sighted and lives in Co. Down, Northern Ireland. She plays the piano and belongs to a local puppeteer group. During her first year in secondary school, she had to cope with text enlarged on to bulky A3, which she hated. “She would have needed a shopping trolley to take it all home”, commented her support teacher. This term, things have changed. Her teacher has been able to arrange for her Education Board to convert many of Kirsten’s textbooks into an electronic format and load them on to her laptop. Kirsten’s Mum Paula told us, “Kirsten is very excited about this. It will make a huge difference.” Her teacher added, “This could all have happened sooner and more efficiently if publishers were ready to let us have an electronic file themselves. I spend a huge amount of time writing letters and often not getting very far!”

Overall, the young people were appreciative of the support they received, but they very much want to blend in with their peers and yearn for the same quality of textbooks as others take for granted.

Solutions

One important aim of this research was to find out what teachers and support staff believe ought to be done to bring about improvements. Respondents were therefore presented with six possible ways in which the provision of accessible textbooks might be improved and asked to rate each in terms of how helpful it would be to them.

· The majority of respondents (89 per cent) considered that it would be “very helpful” if electronic versions of all textbooks were easily available from publishers.

· A very high proportion of respondents (82 per cent) also agreed that it would be “very helpful” if there were a central agency that held an accessible version of textbooks in electronic format.

This demonstrates widespread support for a solution that would mean that, whether provided by the publisher or an intermediary, electronic versions of textbooks were readily available. 

“Pupils’ needs are so varied but availability of electronic versions would allow bespoke copies to be produced... and in a fraction of the time it takes to re-write a whole book.”

There was overall unanimity across England, Wales and Northern Ireland on the helpfulness of the various options, but respondents in Northern Ireland had a different view on the ideal solution. They preferred a central, Northern Ireland agency responsible for the production of accessible textbooks.

“A central resource base in Northern Ireland would be extremely beneficial to source textbooks and for their production.”

3. The situation in Scotland

The research described in section 2 of this report did not include Scotland because accessible textbook provision here had already been investigated in a study commissioned by RNIB Scotland in 2004/5 [5 and 6]. A further objective of that research had been to consider the potential for a national education transcription service.

The study identified almost 1,100 blind or partially sighted pupils across Scotland requiring information in alternative formats. It acknowledged that this was almost certainly an under estimate, others have put the figure closer to 1,400.

The findings highlighted significant disparities in the success of local authorities in meeting the needs of blind and partially sighted pupils and in complying with their obligations under anti-discrimination legislation.

This was partly because of geographical constraints, partly because of a lack of funds and largely because of a lack of suitably trained staff with a sufficient time allocation to produce the required materials within the required time.

Production was reactive rather than proactive, and was often in a format unsuitable for further adaptation or electronic storage for other pupils.

In some areas, the survey found provision to be excellent, with highly trained and qualified teaching and auxiliary staff and good equipment. Some authorities, on the other hand, had not been able to invest the time or money in training or facilities. Moreover, there was a lack of joint working, co-ordination, funding and expertise.

In those authorities which were able to provide a good standard of alternative formats, the skills to produce complex texts, especially in braille, lay with only one or two people. There are currently no training programmes to enable these skills to be disseminated.

The report also stressed the range of textbooks needed and the complexity of the work required, issues equally highlighted in our research in the rest of the UK. It was estimated that on average a blind or partially sighted pupil would need some 375 school books as they passed through primary school and a further 750 in secondary school if they studied to Advanced Higher level.

In the experience of those surveyed publishers almost universally declined access to the original materials in electronic format.

As a result of the research findings, RNIB Scotland and its partners are now calling on the Scottish Executive to establish a national co-ordinated service, with national funding, for educational transcription.

What would this mean for the pupils?

Alice is 14 and lives in a rural part of Scotland. She is a bright, ambitious girl who is good at most subjects. When work is reformatted for her, it is put on to large, unwieldy sheets of paper. Often the originals are not very good and therefore the photocopied sheets lack clarity. As this format is difficult to manage, Alice often has her sheets in the wrong order and occasionally manages to lose one. Where the print size on the original varies, sometimes she still cannot read parts of the text on the enlarged photocopy. Alice is often off school due to ill health and she does not have a full-time classroom assistant. When she returns to school, she finds that the work she has missed has not always been transcribed for her.

Duncan lives in a city in the west of Scotland. When his learning support assistant is away, he has to photocopy and enlarge his own class work. This means he misses his morning breaks, part of his lunchtime and even, on occasion, part of the lesson. As a consequence, he loses valuable lesson time and opportunities to integrate socially with his peers.

Sally lives in a busy town in central Scotland. She is a conscientious pupil who wishes to do her best at school. She does not always get her class work in braille at the same time as her peers. On these occasions, she cannot follow the lesson to the same extent as her classmates. She finds this very frustrating, and spends a lot of time in the evening trying to catch up. This inhibits her social life and isolates her further from her peers.

Like Alice, both Duncan and Sally are secondary school pupils. While at primary school, pupils with sight loss are often well supported. However, when they move to secondary school, appropriate support services are more difficult to co-ordinate.

A properly resourced Scottish National Transcription Service could make a huge difference to all three pupils, ensuring they and many others received material in the format they needed, and receive it on time.

The Scottish administration has already demonstrated practical support for the need to modernise textbook production by funding two successful pilot projects in recent years evaluating the potential of the multi-media “Daisy” format in schools and colleges. “Daisy” is a set of specifications which together produce a book accessible through speech and text using dedicated software or hardware, with highly developed indexing, bookmarking and retrieval facilities, emulating the flexibility that a sighted student would have with a conventional book.

RNIB Scotland has submitted detailed plans to the Scottish Executive and we look forward to Scotland continuing to lead the way in tackling the textbook deficit.

4. The legislative background

Initially, UK anti-discrimination legislation did not cover education. Government started to address this with The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act, 2001 (SENDA) and the Education (Disability Strategies and Pupils’ Educational Records) (Scotland) Act 2002. The Government only saw fit to extend similar provisions to Northern Ireland four years later, under the Special Educational Needs and Disability Order, 2005 (SENDO).

Under SENDA and its equivalents, schools and education authorities have an accessibility planning duty. This includes increasing the extent to which disabled pupils can participate in the life of their school and access written information, including textbooks. Additionally, The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 aims to ensure that young people are provided with the necessary support to help them work towards achieving their full potential.

Our own research vividly shows that the legislation has not always had the desired effect. Moreover, this is backed up by findings from a survey of school access plans and strategies, carried out for the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) to help develop guidance for schools on implementing SENDA. The survey concluded that much more attention had been given to improving physical access to school buildings than to improving access to the curriculum or, in particular, to information in alternative formats [7].

The Disability Discrimination Act 2005 is imposing new duties on schools in Great Britain. The general disability equality duty requires them to promote equality of opportunity for disabled people and tackle unlawful discrimination and harassment. In addition, schools are subject to the Specific Duties. These revolve around producing a Disability Equality Scheme, involving disabled people in producing this, and producing reports on progress in meeting its aims. These duties come into force for secondary schools on 4 December 2006, and for primary and some special schools on 3 December 2007.

The Code of Practice for the equality duty states “Schools can implement the general duty by actively reviewing all their policies, procedures and planned access improvements to remove barriers with a view to… greater participation of disabled pupils… in all aspects of school life”.

New DfES guidance for schools published in 2006 [7] makes it clear that their duties do apply to the provision of curriculum material for pupils in alternative formats:

“Schools working with pupils who use more specialised formats, for example braille, need to ensure that materials are provided in time to be translated before any lesson … This time needs to be built in to plans for the development of new materials.”

It seems evident to us that a failure to provide accessible format books would be a failure under the new general duty to promote equality of opportunity. One important strategy for schools to meet their duties would be to provide ample planning time for teachers and support staff to identify textbook requirements in each subject.

What the guidelines fail to do is to provide any coherent, cost-effective national scheme to help schools supply accessible textbooks to their pupils, even when they have identified what is needed.

However, each Government department in Great Britain will themselves also have disability equality duties to fulfil. To comply, we believe that each must actively consider what contribution it should be making towards eliminating the textbook deficit highlighted by our research findings.

5. Conclusion

The way ahead

Our research findings have illustrated the need to co-ordinate accessible textbook provision centrally and offer access to electronic content. This will require commitment from Government, the publishing industry, education professionals and the voluntary sector.

New markets beckon for publishers, but at this stage the lead, in terms of funding and planning, can only come from central and devolved Governments. For that, they must first acknowledge that there is a need to act. We trust the current findings will achieve that.

Whitehall has responded to our concerns in recent years by citing the money allocated in England to the Schools Access Initiative (SAI). This fund was designed to allow schools to implement SENDA. However, the Government has now had to concede that the fund was only ever designed for capital expenditure, not for the purchase or production of accessible textbooks. None of the respondents to our survey cited SAI as a source of funding.

In practice, our research shows that funding for individual titles comes from a range of sources: local authority budgets, delegated schools budgets and money linked to a pupil’s statement. There is no national or regional allocation for accessible textbook production.

National charities do produce a certain number of accessible textbooks. However, their resources are limited. They cannot and should not be expected to subsidise the statutory sector.

In Scotland and Wales, there have been Government-funded pilot projects developing the production of accessible school textbooks, using the Daisy format. Sadly, such initiatives are still lacking in England or Northern Ireland, or at UK level.

Without guaranteed public investment in new methods of working, it will never be possible to address this issue at a level where we can make a real difference.

We must also harness new technology. All too often, even the major voluntary organisations have to purchase a print book and key or scan it into a computer before beginning to generate accessible versions. We have seen in our survey how teaching staff have to do the same.

If the Government investment that we are demanding is to be used to the best effect, there needs to be ready access to electronic versions of textbooks. These can then be used to produce accessible versions.

We need to work with publishers to develop business models in which they can as a matter of course make their content available electronically for sale and licensing. They should be able to do so confident that their rights and revenues are protected, and indeed that they will receive income for all copies of their book, whatever format they happen to be in.

Access to electronic source material would offer the flexibility that is required to meet the needs of pupils with differing levels of sight, and of syllabuses which use only parts of a given title. We believe that pupils with other reading related disabilities, such as dyslexia, could also benefit greatly from such developments and so swell the new market for electronic textbooks. As these new models develop, the advantages of an agreed file format will become clear. We look forward to working with the industry to agree on what this should be.

There is a great deal of goodwill within the publishing industry. Publishers are sometimes able to respond positively to individual requests for a copy of their book in an electronic format, but it can be difficult for them to organise this and to respond to requests from disparate sources. Even when they are able to provide an electronic file, this may be in a file format which requires considerable work before large print or braille can be produced from it.

We believe that all parties will welcome the solution we are putting forward. We envisage a system where textbooks are available in a standardised, agreed file format through a central portal. Teaching staff could access this content in order to produce classroom material in the form required for each individual pupil. Similarly, trusted specialist agencies could access it where teachers felt they needed additional expert input to produce high quality material.

We hope that we can collaborate with publishers, and build on these proposals in a way which complements existing developments in the industry. It would not be practical or indeed reasonable to burden the industry with significant extra work or cost. On the contrary, we believe we can help them towards new markets for their books.

Here are two examples of how it might work: 

Example 1

The science teacher informs the specialist teacher of a textbook needed in braille for a blind pupil at the start of next term. The teacher logs onto the central resource portal and types in the ISBN of the book. She is presented with a choice – she can either download the electronic file and produce her own braille copy locally, or she can order all or part of the book in hard copy braille to be produced by a specialist agency, funded by the school. The teacher decides to order the relevant chapters in braille, as she is not herself an expert in braille science notation. The braille volumes arrive within two weeks.

Example 2

The geography teacher tells the specialist teacher that he needs several chapters out of a new book for a pupil who uses 24 point print. They are needed for a topic starting in a month. The teacher consults the resource technician for the service, who logs onto the central resource portal. When she types in the ISBN she is given the choice of downloading the electronic file or commissioning a hard copy of the book. Because she has the facilities to produce a version of the book that will exactly match the pupil’s visual needs, she chooses to download the file. This comes in the agreed file format so when she changes the font size and style the pages retain their formatting. The technician goes through the file editing the graphics to make sure they are accessible. It takes two days to produce the large print version.

The publishing industry is already working with us towards a solution to the overall shortage of accessible books. Three major publishers, along with publisher and bookseller trade organisations have joined us in a ground breaking feasibility study. This seeks to establish the most cost-effective and secure ways in which content can be made available in digital form, for conversion into large print, braille or audio. Differing file formats and different conversion methods are being closely analysed. Educational titles form part of the project.

Despite the challenges involved in this complex initiative, there has been a strong and very heartening consensus among all those involved in their commitment to the work and their support for the overall objectives. This offers great hope for the future.

The feasibility study will produce its final report by March 2007. Work should not stop there. We believe that access to the curriculum should be a priority for Government and that further, larger, studies and pilots must follow. We believe a substantial pilot should be set up by July 2007. This could provide a real service during the subsequent school year and signal the beginning of the end of the textbook deficit.

In the United States, legislation has been introduced to oblige educational publishers to deposit their electronic content with a central repository. This has to be in an agreed file format.

Here, we are pursuing voluntary agreements with publishers. What should not be voluntary is the support of the public purse to develop and sustain a co-ordinated system which delivers accessible textbooks on time into the hands of all our school pupils.

Calls to action

UK and devolved governments

· Show leadership. As part of your new disability equality duty, draw up and implement a well-resourced national plan to modernise the production of accessible textbooks and radically improve their availability.

· Set up a pilot project by July 2007.

· Promote the development of a portal for the sale and licensing of electronic copies of textbooks.

· Foster agreement on a single file format that will best serve the interests of pupils with reading related disabilities and their teachers.

Scottish Executive

· As part of our overall vision, set up a Scotland-wide transcription service, in line with the existing recommendations from RNIB Scotland and its partners.

Schools

· Put the right to accessible textbooks at the heart of your new disability equality duty.

· Ensure ample planning time for the acquisition or preparation of accessible material.

The Publishing Industry

· Put design for all at the heart of your business.

· Be bold. Work with Government, teachers and the voluntary sector to develop the market for the sale and licensing of electronic copies of your titles. Aim to make them readily available to all at the same price and time.

All our supporters

· If you believe in the Right to Read, you can find out more and sign our Declaration by going to www.rnib.org.uk/righttoread
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RNIB education services

RNIB education services work to ensure children and adults with sight problems gain access to the best education opportunities at home, school, university and in the wider community. Keep up to date with education news and what’s new by visiting our website www.rnib.org.uk/education or contact your local RNIB regional centre.

For parents

· RNIB has schools and colleges based in Worcester, Northwood in Middlesex, Coventry, Loughborough and Redhill in Surrey, which offer specialist provision for children and young people with sight loss.

· We also provide services for parents and families including parent courses, family activities and holiday schemes. 

For students

· Students can arrange guidance and advocacy services through our regional centres and get specialist advice and information from our student website, www.rnib.org.uk/students

For education professionals

· Our post compulsory education and training (PCET) web page www.rnib.org.uk/pcethomepage and range of education courses and conferences are designed to support providers with their delivery of inclusive education to adults.

· Curriculum clipboard, which can be accessed via a link on www.rnib.org.uk/education is written by and for education professionals and offers information and advice on the inclusion of pupils with sight problems.

· Insight magazine is the premier magazine providing inspirational and practical information on the education of children and young people, including those with additional or complex needs. Insight is available in clear print, audio CD, braille, email (text only) and disk versions. Visit www.rnib.org.uk/magazines for details of how to subscribe or call RNIB customer services on 0845 702 3153. 

Contact your local regional centre for more information about RNIB education services in your area.

RNIB regional centres

Cymru

RNIB Cymru, Trident Court, East Moors Road, Cardiff CF24 5TD

Telephone 029 2045 0440

Email nicola.crews@rnib.org.uk

East Midlands

RNIB College Loughborough, Radmoor Road, Loughborough, Leicestershire, LE11 3BS

Telephone 01509 61 10 77

Email rnibeastmidlandsandeast@rnib.org.uk

London and the South East

RNIB, 105 Judd Street, London WC1H 9NE

Telephone 020 7388 1266

Email rniblondonandsoutheast@rnib.org.uk

North West

RNIB, The Gateway Centre, 71 London Road, Liverpool L3 8HY

Telephone 0151 298 3222

Email rnibnorthwest@rnib.org.uk

Northern Ireland

RNIB Northern Ireland, 40 Linenhall Street, Belfast BT2 8BA

Telephone 028 9032 9373

Email rnibni@rnib.org.uk

Scotland

RNIB Scotland, Dunedin House, 25 Ravelston Terrace, Edinburgh, Scotland EH4 3TP

Telephone 0131 311 8500

Email rnibscotland@rnib.org.uk

South West

RNIB, 10 Still House Lane, Bedminster, Bristol BS3 4EB

Telephone 0117 953 7750

Email rnibsouthwest@rnib.org.uk 

West Midlands

RNIB, 58–72 John Bright Street, Birmingham B1 1BN

Telephone 0121 665 4200

Email rnibwestmidlands@rnib.org.uk

Yorkshire and Humber (Leeds)

RNIB, Grosvenor House, Grosvenor Road, West Yorkshire, Leeds LS6 2DZ

Telephone 0113 274 8855

Email rnibyorkshumberandnortheast@rnib.org.uk 

RNIB products and publications

We source, design and supply a range of products to meet the education needs of young people and adults with sight problems. We also publish a wide range of educational and leisure reading materials in accessible formats for both adults and children. Our educational publishing programme is influenced by curriculum groups and professionals working with blind and partially sighted children.

For further information please visit our online shop, www.rnib.org.uk/shop

Alternatively you can telephone RNIB customer services on 0845 702 3153 or email cservices@rnib.org.uk 

RNIB Helpline

Telephone 0845 766 9999

Email helpline@rnig.org.uk

Information, support and advice for anyone with a sight problem.

The helpline is open Monday to Friday from 9.00am to 5.00pm except on Wednesday when we are closed between 4.00pm and 5.00pm. Mobile and local call rates to 0845 numbers may vary. Please be aware that calls may be recorded, or listened in to for quality and training purposes. All enquiries are treated in confidence.

Fundraising

Every day another 100 people will start to lose their sight. Your support helps us rebuild lives devastated by sight loss. If you or someone you know has a sight problem, or you would like to make a donation call RNIB Helpline on 0845 766 9999 or visit www.rnib.org.uk

RNIB – helping you live with sight loss

RNIB Right to Read Campaign

www.rnib.org.uk/righttoread

Three million people in the UK are being denied the right to read just because they have a sight problem or print reading disability.

Research commissioned by RNIB shows that a shocking 96 per cent of books are not available in large print, audio or braille.

The few books that are produced in accessible formats are rarely available at the same time as the print versions and are often more expensive.

RNIB and the Right to Read Alliance are campaigning to change this. We want everyone in the UK to be able to read the same book at the same time at the same price.

The Right to Read Alliance

The Right to Read Alliance is a consortium of organisations representing a broad spectrum of interests in the visual impairment and dyslexia sectors. Its aims are to achieve faster and routine provision of more books, magazines, newspapers and information in formats that can be read by blind, partially sighted and other print disabled people. The additional costs of these formats should not fall on charitable funds, nor result in a higher price to the end user.

Members currently represent the following organisations:

· Accessible Friends Network

· Blind Centre for Northern Ireland

· British Dyslexia Association

· Calibre Audio Library

· Clearvision

· Confederation of Transcribed Information Services (COTIS)

· LOOK (The National Federation of Families with Visually Impaired Children)

· Listening Books

· National Association of Local Societies for Visually Impaired People

· National Blind Children’s Society

· National Federation of the Blind

· National League of the Blind and Disabled

· The National Library for the Blind

· Royal National Institute of the Blind

· Scottish Braille Press

· Scottish National Federation for the Welfare of the Blind

· Share the Vision

· Talking Newspaper Association of the UK (TNAUK)

· Torch Trust for the Blind

· UK Association of Braille Producers

For information on how you can get involved please visit www.rnib.org.uk/righttoread

This report is available in braille, audio CD and audio Daisy CD (containing Daisy audio file, text file, word document, tdy file and PDF file).

To obtain a copy in any of these formats telephone RNIB Customer Services on 0845 702 3153 or email cservices@rnib.org.uk
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