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PRESIDENTS MESSAGE

By Paul Edwards

As I write this message, thousands of people are using the new NLS machine to experience reading in a whole new way. As one of those who was involved on an NLS advisory committee during the plans to implement the new system, I can tell you that what we have now is the result of planning and discussion and, yes, even occasional heated disagreement. I admire the degree to which NLS encouraged input and listened to it. I equally admire those who were prepared to stand up and be counted on issues about which they felt strongly.

While there is probably no point in spending time rehashing these issues, it is worth saying that the system we have would have been very different if some of us had not pushed hard for things we believed could make the new system better. For me, as a library user, there is very little to complain about concerning the new system. As time goes on I am sure it will get better and LUA will continue to be at the forefront with suggestions and approaches that will help make that happen.

While this has certainly been the year of BARD, that is by no means the only library issue we can celebrate. Recordings for the Blind and Dyslexic has created downloadable daisy books which can now be accessed and read on a number of platforms. Thanks to a U.S. Department of Education grant, keys for the various machines are free. BookShare has also grown like topsy with the help of Federal dollars and now boasts more than 60,000 titles which can be read on even more devices than RFB&D’s materials can. Web-Braille also continues to grow.

A reader now has many choices of what to read and how to read it. What is true of books is also true of devices. I think the thing that has surprised me the most about the last few years is how many new devices have come onto the market. I did not expect them to arrive as soon as they did and had no notion they would be as good as they are. I suppose that the point of all of this is to suggest that Library Users has a lot to be thankful for and a lot to do. We need to remain involved with all the producers of books. There is still much for us to do. I think the RFB&D download system can be improved. I think there are changes that would make BookShare more useable and convenient. Even the BARD page could benefit from some feedback about the way it works or does not. What is true of systems designed for our use is even truer for systems designed to be used by the public. We can and should make use of audio books and electronic texts from our public libraries. Google’s book project is of immense potential value to us but has some accessibility issues that we need to deal with soon. And then there is the economy.

In many states library funding has been cut and local budgetary entities have not been kind to readers either. LUA has a lot to do if we are to assure that local programs survive. The special programs that create access for us at local libraries are marginal to the mission of public libraries and have been the first to be cut or simply ignored. I hope that many of you will join us in Phoenix this summer to consider how we can make a difference. LUA is all about reading so, whether you are using a Stream, a BookSense, a new NLS player, a cassette machine, braille or large print, ENJOY and help LUA make your reading experience better!

LIBRARY USERS OF AMERICA 

2009 CONVENTION REVIEW

Compiled by Judi Cannon

Editor’s Note: Below you will find a brief review of each speakers comments during the LUA meetings at the American Council of the Blind 2009 Convention. Included with these remarks are articles that will give you additional information that supports the topic being discussed.

Saturday July 4 - LUA Board Meeting
After approval of the emailed minutes the Treasurer’s Report was given. Membership increased by 20 giving LUA 4 votes at the American Council of the Blind Convention. Our membership stands at 98. Membership dues were paid to ACB in March. $1,000 was paid to ACB for the memorial pages in the convention program that honored Pat Price and Barry Levine. An additional $400 was paid to ACB to assist with the funds to bring narrator L. J. Ganser to the convention. The July balance was $10,025.

Nominating and convention delegates were determined.

LUA chapters in Florida and Kentucky are being considered.

The LUA Ledger report indicated that members with bounced email subscriptions will be sent a cassette version of the newsletter. The Perkins Braille & Talking Book Library was thanked for their continued support of the production of all versions of The LUA Ledger.

Plans for a LUA web site were discussed and $1,000 was allocated to assist with the launch. 

A discussion of the closing of Sub-Regional Libraries was held with no official plans for action taken at this time.

Monday July 6
Update from Frank Kurt Cylke, Director of the National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped, Washington, D.C.
The process of establishing a digital book and player began over 10 years ago. It took time to convince Congress and others that this was the right way to go.

Two digital players have been designed – a basic player and an advanced player. It was important that these players meet the needs of everybody in the NLS program. Many people were involved in the design process. Mr. Cylke acknowledged the hard work and commitment from the NLS staff. This meant many hours of hard work and travel to ensure quality control. 

Nine libraries were chosen to be test sites for the new digital player and cartridges. Some problems were discovered and solutions found. This was particularly true in the design of the digital book container as address cards were not held in tightly, causing havoc at the post office. This test phase also allowed libraries the opportunity to explore the best way to distribute the new machines, and to educate patrons about the new format. 

Web-Braille books will be added to the BARD (Braille and Audio Reading Download) site once the site is well established. The site was designed to allow patrons to find and download books with ease.

Analog books will be added to BARD. These will be determined according to author, narrator and book quality. There will be an attempt to complete series in the new digital format.

Mr. Cylke thanked LUA and ACB for their efforts in convincing Congress to allocate the necessary funds to launch the digital program.

NLS Network Library of the Year; 2008 Regional Library of the Year,

Perkins Braille & Talking Book Library, Watertown, MA, Kim Charlson Director
Kim began her comments by recognizing her staff. She said that without them this award would not have been possible. She also thanked Steven Rothstein, President of the Perkins School for the Blind for his continued support and she acknowledge the supportive staff of NLS.

Then, Kim discussed some of the library’s special programs:

CCTV Loan Program: CCTVs are loaned to patrons for home use. 64 units have been loaned out with all equipment being donated by patrons and their families. 

Brailler Repair Program: Perkins Braillers are loaned to patrons when their machines are being repaired. Funds are also available to Massachusetts patrons to repair damaged braillers.

Victor Reader Stream Loan Program: This 30-day loan program was established to allow patrons to have the experience of using digital books. Many of the 150 patrons borrowing Streams have decided to purchase their own machines.

The library produced over 100,000 pages of braille in 2008, including books, magazines and several smaller projects. The in-house studio continues to produce high-quality work and listens closely to what patrons want to read. The library continues to provide fee-for-service work in both audio and braille formats. 

Times are economically challenging. Patron advocacy and a supportive advisory board have been very important for helping to secure continuing funding for the library.

Kim attended the June awards ceremony with Steven Rothstein and a member of the Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners. Congressman Ed Markey also attended the luncheon and later read his remarks into the Congressional Record. He was the first member of Congress to attend these ceremonies.

Sub-Regional Library of the Year; Talking Book Library, Miami-Dade Public Library System, Miami, Florida. Barbara Moyer, Librarian 
Barbara talked about the teamwork and networking that help make a library special. She thanked NLS for their support over the years.

The database is linked to all Florida Regional and Sub-Regional Libraries to insure resource sharing. Florida also has one of the largest braille libraries in the world.

The staff are dedicated and several are long-term employees. Some are Spanish speaking. She encourages patrons to get to know library staff. 

The library works closely with other agencies and has a table at many disability related events. Barbara feels that it is important to continue to tell the library’s story. Other events have promoted braille literacy and a bookmark contest was held.

Florida Braille & Talking Book Library, Jane Karp, Library Program Administrator, Daytona Beach, Florida
Florida has 10 regional libraries. She talked about what happened when one of these libraries was slated to be closed. The solution, she said, was to call everybody; Friends, veterans' groups, advocacy groups and more. Advocacy can and has made a difference.

A new studio was launched this year with the first book to be recorded being accepted by NLS for national distribution. There are now 7 studios in the Florida system. Spanish titles are being recorded. Sixty-five books were also brailled during 2008.

A brailler repair program, book clubs and tactile art exhibits are part of the program. Volunteers inspect books; do mailings, and produce recorded and braille books.

Barbara closed her comments by acknowledging the importance of a Friends group and the value that they bring to the library.

Nancy Burgess-Hall, President of the Friends of the Braille and Talking Book Library added a few thoughts. 

The Friends Group was established in 1992 when there was a great need for equipment and support. The Friends continue to work on public education regarding library services and advocacy. They have a newsletter that is published twice a year. They support volunteers and thank them with a volunteer appreciation luncheon once a year. 

NLS Press Release
Massachusetts & Florida Libraries Receive Awards for Serving the Blind & Physically Handicapped


For immediate release: June 19, 2009

(202) 707-1639 durschel@loc.gov
Public Contact: Jane Caulton
(202) 707-0521 jcau@loc.gov


The National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS) at the Library of Congress today presented awards to the Perkins Library for the Blind of Watertown, Mass., and to the Miami-Dade Public Library System’s Talking Books Library Service of Florida.

The Watertown library received the Network Library of the Year Award for outstanding accomplishments in 2008. The annual award, in its fifth year, carries a $1,000 cash prize.

The Miami-Dade Public Library System received the third annual Network Subregional Library of the Year Award, which also carries a $1,000 cash prize.

NLS presented the awards at a luncheon ceremony today, June 19, in the Thomas Jefferson Building of the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. The awards honor libraries that demonstrate innovation in providing service and sustain a record of patron satisfaction, exceeding the American Library Association’s "Revised Standards and Guidelines of Service for the Library of Congress Network of Libraries for the Blind and Physically Handicapped."

“NLS commends the Perkins and Miami-Dade libraries for their efforts to surpass quality standards for timeliness, innovation and responsiveness," said Frank Kurt Cylke, NLS director. "Through enhanced programs and community partnerships these libraries engage blind and physically handicapped patrons and connect them to a place where reading is accessible and enjoyable."
The Perkins Library for the Blind, which has provided service since 1835, circulated 442,935 braille and recorded books and magazines and loaned 5,027 playback machines and accessories to 22,814 patrons in 2008. An ardent promoter of braille literacy, the library provides teachers, students and community groups with braille-awareness kits that contain embossed materials and handouts. Patrons may borrow braille writers for short-term use through the Brailler Loan Program or have machines repaired through the Brailler Repair Program.

The Miami-Dade Public Library System’s Talking Books Library Service circulated 91,304 braille and recorded items to 3,981 patrons in 2008. In addition, library staff participated in 91 community outreach events that reached 16,070 individuals at activities such as the Mayor’s Initiative on Aging and the Miami Children’s Museum All Kids Included festival. The library’s Braille Literacy Initiative sponsors braille-awareness events and also distributes print/braille and braille materials to readers.

The Perkins Library for the Blind was represented at the award ceremony by Kim Charlson, director; Steven M. Rothstein, president of the Perkins School for the Blind; and Irving Zangwill, commissioner on the Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners. The Miami-Dade Talking Books Library Service was represented by Barbara Moyer, manager, and Raymond Santiago, director of the Miami-Dade Public Library System. … 

NLS Advisory Reports
Penny Reeder represented ACB on the Equipment Advisory Committee. Judy Jackson served on the Collection Development Advisory Committee. Both Penny and Judy filled in at the last minute. LUA thanks both of them for their commitment to insuring our representation at these meetings.  

Penny indicated that the committee was great to work with and very welcoming. Recommendations concerning the new digital player were discussed. 

Penny learned that Veterans and Centenarians would get the first players. It is believed that all players will be distributed within five years. 

There will be one book per cartridge. Some members of the committee suggested that more than one book or magazine could be put onto a single cartridge. They believed that this approach could also be advisable for series. 

They suggested that an adapter be provided to allow the cassette headphones to be used with the new digital player. These should be distributed for free. 

They also suggested that the remote control have some texture added to it for holding on and that a loop be added to affix the unit to a wheelchair, a bed rail or a wrist.

Penny specifically asked that teaching materials be written to assist rehab teachers and others to train clients in the use of the new player. This could be accomplished with webinars and other tools. 
Then Judy discussed the news from the Collection Development Committee.
It was learned that 1,000 commercial audio books will be added to the NLS collection each year. Also the committee asked that complete series be made available in digital format as quickly as possible and when analog masters are no longer available that these titles be prioritized for re-recording. They further suggested that collaboration with national and international audio services and other network libraries be established to increase the number of titles available. 
They recommended that there be smaller braille volumes with fewer pages and improved bindings. This would be a benefit to children. The problem with this is that when the number of pages is reduced per volume you also give up the number of titles due to cost. They urged that braille book durability be placed in the forefront for consideration, due to frequent failings of braille bindings within the first few years of use.
Both committees wrote commendations to the NLS staff for their support during the meetings. 
In Memoriam
Editor’s Note: Members and friends spent a few minutes remembering our dear friends and leaders of LUA. Below are the tributes that LUA placed in the American Council of the Blind 2009 program.

Barry Levine 

Barry Levine, age 59, of Homer Glen, Illinois, beloved husband of Phyllis, and loving father of Randon, Rachel and Sarah, died very unexpectedly on April 29, 2009. 

Library Users of America wishes to honor and celebrate the contributions of Barry Levine -- both to our organization, to the many causes associated with libraries of all kinds and audio description, and to blind people everywhere. 

Barry loved all libraries and was a wonderful supporter and advocate for books, reading and literacy. He devoted much of his time and energy to a variety of organizations and causes. 

Barry served twice as President of Library Users of America and devoted much of his life to his twin passions -- libraries and audio description. He was a skilled advocate, a compassionate listener and someone who believed fervently that people could resolve differences if they chose to do so. His vitality, enthusiasm and curiosity will be sorely missed by all who knew him. 

Barry leaves behind a standard of caring that the rest of us can only hope to emulate. 

Thank you to Barry's family for sharing him with us in our work to help in making the world a better place for people who are blind! Thank you Barry for all you did for so many. We will miss and always remember you... 

PATRICIA L. PRICE 

August 20, 1928 — February 1, 2009 

Library Users of America wishes to honor and celebrate the contributions of Patricia L. Price both to our organization and to blind people around the world. 

Pat passed away on February 1, 2009 in Indianapolis, Indiana at the age of eighty. 

Pat served as a mentor and role model to women, people with low vision, blind people, library users, visually impaired technology users and a whole host of others whose lives were touched just by interacting with her. She made major contributions to the Indiana affiliate of ACB which she helped form, the Council of Citizens with Low Vision International, the American Council of the Blind and the Accessible World internet group, to name but a few of the organizations in which she was active. 

We want to recognize her charter membership in Library Users of America, her long years of service as our web master and Treasurer, and her dedication to books and reading. Most of all, we want to remember Pat Price as a wise and giving soul, who found time to help anyone who asked her for it, and she always had constructive advice for anyone prepared to listen. 

We know of few people who have given so freely to others for so many years. 

Thank you Pat! We love you and will miss you! 

Business Meeting
Details from the Pre-Convention Board Meeting were reviewed. Reports from that meeting were also presented. 

Elections were held with the following results:

President: Paul Edwards

Vice-President: Judi Cannon

Treasurer: Adam Ruschival

Secretary: Peggy Garrett

Terrie Arnold, Director (for one year) to complete the term previously held by Judi Cannon.

Penny talked about a need for a resolution asking ACB to insure that the Reading Rights Coalition be part of future conventions. LUA agreed to go ahead with the following resolution for submission to the ACB convention later that week. 

Resolution 0916 Kindle 2 Reader summary:

1. This organization affirms its membership in the Reading Rights Coalition.

2. This organization clearly and emphatically regards this issue as of paramount importance.

3. The membership wishes to be kept fully informed about developments in this matter as they occur, and the membership expects a full report on progress that is made to be provided at the mid-year Presidents' meeting and at next year's convention.

4. We expect that representatives of the Reading Rights Coalition will be invited to speak to the whole convention next year if this matter is not entirely settled.

WHEREAS, in the past, people who are blind or otherwise have had relatively few choices in terms of the books which they could obtain; and

WHEREAS, with the release of the Kindle 2 reading device, both large print and text-to-speech audio are built in; and

WHEREAS, this would potentially allow people who are blind or otherwise print disabled to access the over 200,000 books that have already been made Kindle compatible; and

WHEREAS, elements of the device are also inaccessible; and 

WHEREAS, a coalition of disability organizations has come together to demand that all available books and an appropriate user interface are made available for the Kindle 2; and 

WHEREAS, most publishers and authors are now claiming that the text-to-speech option constitutes an audio book which should not be available on the Kindle 2 unless specific royalties are paid to authors, and 

WHEREAS, in addition, a range of periodicals is also being published;

NOW, BE IT RESOLVED, by the American Council of the Blind in convention assembled at the Rosen Center Hotel, in Orlando, Florida, on this the tenth day of July, 2009, that this organization affirm its membership in the Reading Rights Coalition; and 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that this organization clearly and emphatically regards this issue as of paramount importance; and 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the membership wishes to be kept fully informed about developments in this matter as they occur and that the membership expects a full report on progress that is being made to be provided at the mid-year Presidents' meeting and at next year's convention; and 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that  we expect that representatives of the Reading Rights Coalition be invited to speak to the whole convention next year if this matter is not entirely settled. Adopted 7-10-09

On Monday LUA held another successful workshop on Downloading Audio Books Using Portable Devices, and on Tuesday the annual LUA Book Exchange was held. Both sessions gave convention attendees the opportunity to learn and share.

Wednesday,  July 8

Joint Session with the Braille Revival League 

Meet L.J. Ganser, Talking Book Narrator, American Fouundation for the Blind , New York, NY
In his introduction of L. J. Ganser Paul Edwards indicated that LUA had given $400 to assist with bringing Mr. Ganser to the convention because we wanted to have the opportunity to hear from an American Foundation for the Blind narrator. You may recall that in the last LUA Ledger it was announced that AFB would close their studio in late 2009.

L. J. Ganser began his comments talking about the tricks of the narration trade. It can take a long time to record a book. The length of a book and how focused he is can make a difference. One hour of a finished book equals two hours of research.
He imagines his audience as he sits in the small recording booth. He wants to bring the authors words to life so he invents characters that represent people in his own life. He tries to spin the tale with humor, energy and love.

He read:

Roses are red,

Violets are blue,

Talking Books at AFB is closing,

Sad but true!

AFB announced that it would close its studio in 2009. Everyone involved would be gone. The news was hard to take; first shock and disbelief, then denial and finally acceptance of the unthinkable. Everyone would be out of work.

L. J. Ganser has also done a lot of acting including some movies and television. But the best has been AFB. He has recorded over 200 books. He feels lucky to have worked at AFB for 14 years. 

AFB narrators were paid more than narrators from other studios but, he said,  no one would get rich in the process.   

AFB studio staff hoped for a new location or possibility of a wage reduction. But these ideas could not save the studio. They realized that no one would come forward to pick up the pieces. Funding had not increased for the program in several years. Bequests and donations to AFB would not be enough to help. AFB decided that they could no longer subsidize the program. He felt that AFB should not have had to be in this position. The government should have done more financially. 

L. J. Ganser was angry that hundreds of years of narrator experience would be lost. He hoped that other studios would be able to pick up the slack. 

He has learned so much from colleagues over the years. Through AFB, he became a professional storyteller and has given it his all. He will need to say goodbye.

His final words at the AFB studio will be, “Further reproduction or distribution in other than a specialized format is prohibited. If you have found any cassette in this book to be defective ...” (I’m sure that most of us can finish the statement.)
At the end of the session there was more discussion about AFB closing their studio. It was clear that the AFB Board of Trustees would not change its mind. The program was draining resources. It was pointed out that today their are many more book resources than there were 20 years ago. 

The following resolution was written as a result of this discussion for submission to the ACB Convention.

Resolution 0920 Talking Books Summary
1. This organization wishes to convey our deep appreciation for the many thousands of talking books that have been produced over the years.

2. This organization requests that the American Foundation for the Blind and the National Library Service work together to see if there is any opportunity that can allow a talking book program to continue to operate in New York City or its environment even after the AFB closes its talking book department.

WHEREAS, since 1934 the American Foundation for the Blind has produced talking books for people who are blind or otherwise print-disabled; and 

WHEREAS, narrators have provided untold hours of pleasure to untold thousands of readers over the past seventy-five years; and 

WHEREAS, the American Foundation for the Blind, because of a complex financial situation, has determined that it has no choice, but to close its recording facility and end its involvement in the production of talking books; 

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the American Council of the Blind in convention assembled at the Rosen Center Hotel on this the tenth day of July, 2009, that this organization wishes to convey our deep appreciation for the many thousands of talking books that have been produced over the years and 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that  this organization requests that the American Foundation for the Blind and the National Library Service work together to see if there is any opportunity that can allow a talking book program to continue to operate in New York City or its environment even after the AFB closes its talking book department.


Adopted 7-10-09   
Drawing with your Perkins Brailler, Kim Charlson, Author, Watertown, Massachusetts
Kim began with a question: Did anyone as a child make drawings in typing class? So why not in braille! It took a long time to design pictures for the book. Kim wanted them to look visually like what they were intended to represent. 

She said that she was not the first person to do this work. “So What About Drawing” by Marie Porter  gave Kim the inspiration to do her own drawings. The book was dedicated to Marie Porter and Carol McCarl, Kim’s sixth grade teacher, who instilled in her the importance of braille. 

These 32 drawings of shapes, animals, holiday themes and transportation themes are presented with step-by-step instructions. These help introduce the concept of two dimensional drawings and the importance of tactile graphics for children. Children can now color between the dotted lines rather than in a print coloring book. 

For copies contact Perkins Products at:

www.perkinsproducts.org. Cost is $24.95 for either print or braille.

She closed by encouraging everyone to design their own pictures and to share them with others. 

One Book, One ACB A Discussion of “A Sense of the World” by Jason Roberts
Thoughts and feelings about this book were shared. Discussion centered on topics like, was the depiction of blindness by the author appropriate? Did the book relate to personal experiences of people living today at all?

If you have not read the book you might give it a read and ask yourself the questions above. Here is the NLS anotation:  
This is a biography of Englishman James Holman (1786-1857) who was blinded at twenty-five after serving in the Napoleonic wars and who then achieved fame as a world traveler. Quoting from Holman's memoirs, describes how he fought slavery in Africa, survived captivity in Siberia, charted the Australian outback, and published three books.
Public, Legal, and Marketplace Pressures Converge to Convince, Amazon.com to make their E-Book Reader Accessible for people who are blind and visually impaired 
By Penny Reeder
Author's Note:  This article was scheduled to appear in the Independence Today online newspaper http://www.itodaynews.com/ as the Ledger went to press. 

In early January, the Department of Justice and the blindness advocacy organizations, American Council of the Blind (ACB) and National Federation of the Blind (NFB), announced settlement agreements with four universities who had collaborated with Amazon.com in a pilot project to test the utility of students' using their e-book reader, the Kindle DX, for accessing textbooks in classroom settings. In every settlement agreement, the named university agreed to assure that any e-book readers that are selected by the school for classroom use in the future will be useable by students who are blind and visually impaired. When settling with the U.S. Department of Justice, three universities, Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland; Pace University in New York; and Reed College in Oregon, agreed not to promote or use Amazon.com's e-book reader, the Kindle DX, until it is easily useable by people who cannot see the on-screen controls. And in settling with blind student, Darrell Shandrow, and ACB and NFB, Arizona State University stated that when the university concludes its participation in the collaborative pilot project with Amazon.com, at the end of the spring semester, the school will strive to use accessible e-book-reading devices in the future.

In February 2009, when Amazon.com announced that the next iteration of their Kindle e-book reader would include a text-to-speech feature, many in the blindness community were enthusiastic about the potentially enormous number of books that would become just as available to them as they are to readers for whom visual perception is a standard means of accessing printed materials. But, when the Kindle 2 was released, blind and visually impaired readers were dismayed to discover that, although there was, indeed, a text-to-speech engine built into the Kindle 2, none of the controls was accessible with speech. There was no way for a person who could not see the screen to navigate through the menus, and no way to download books independently, or access their mark-up with the Kindle's menus or controls.  An online petition http://www.petitiononline.com/Kindle2/petition.html appeared almost immediately; signers urged Amazon.com to make the Kindle's controls speak!

Amazon.com responded on March 19 with an all too familiar, “We're working on it," platitude:  The blog  http://www.amazon.com/gp/blog/post/PLNK3LOIUHETXJZ said, "We've heard from many of our blind or impaired customers who are excited about Kindle 2's text to speech technology. Some of these customers have asked that we make Kindle even easier for them by adding navigation accessible to the blind. We want to let those customers know that this is something we are working on and we look forward to making it available in the future." 

However, when Amazon.com brought the next Kindle product release to market on June 10, it seemed apparent that pressure from the relatively small blindness community had not produced much impact on the company's product developers or marketing executives:  the Kindle DX featured a larger screen and more options for displaying various fonts, but the controls were still inaccessible to people who could not see the screen.

Experts may debate the wisdom of disappointing a relatively small segment of the reading and book buying public, but few, nearly twenty years after passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act and 37 years after passage of Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act, will dispute the assertion that it is illegal to discriminate against university students who are blind. And, when six universities entered into a pilot project to require students to access specific textbooks via the Kindle DX, the blindness community alleged that that was exactly what they were doing. That's why, Arizona State University student, Darrell Shandrow, and the two major blindness advocacy organizations filed suit against the university, and why they filed Section 504 and ADA complaints against schools who were participating in the Kindle DX pilot project. 

After the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice agreed to investigate the complaints which had been filed with them, three major universities, Syracuse University in Syracuse, NY; the University of Wisconsin-Madison; and the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, released public statements indicating that they would not deploy e-book readers as an alternative to paper texts unless it could be demonstrated that the devices were useable by and accessible to their blind and visually impaired students.   

In early January of this year, it became apparent that the courts and the Civil Rights Division of the United States Department of Justice agreed with Mr. Shandrow  and with the advocacy organizations that requiring students to make use of an inaccessible device for reading violates blind students' civil rights, and settlements have been reached.

It seems that Amazon.com may have finally gotten the message that all the signers of last year's online petition were attempting to send, i.e., it makes better business sense to develop and market an e-book reading device that is accessible than to bring a product to market that ignores the needs of people with disabilities who will want, and need, to use it! The latest word from the Amazon.com blog is that, by summer 2010, Kindle menus and controls will speak! The blindness community is hopeful that a Kindle app for the iPhone and other smart phones will also be accessible via the devices' built-in screen-readers, and that other e-book readers, like those from Sony and Barnes and Noble, will also include accessibility features. It seems that, at least in this instance, companies who want to succeed in the lucrative business of selling e-books and the devices that deliver their digital content have finally figured out that building in accessibility may, in fact, be a prerequisite for acquiring the widest market share and succeeding in the marketplace.

On the one hand, it seems a shame that the blindness organizations had to resort to lawsuits and filing formal complaints to convince Amazon.com and the universities who were requiring students to use their product that making the Kindle accessible is a prerequisite for their ultimate success in the university and textbook arenas. On the other hand, the community of people who are blind can be grateful that the persuasive affect of the civil rights laws has been available to us for purposes of convincing the public and private sectors that accessibility matters!

As we approach the 20th anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities Act, we can point to one more encouraging instance when the availability of the law and of the Civil Rights Division at the Department of Justice to enforce it has made a positive difference in our lives as people with disabilities, for it seems that with respect to Amazon.com's desire to dominate the e-book marketplace, public, legal, and marketplace pressures have all combined to convince the company that it does not pay to leave out a community of people with disabilities when their goal is to design a product which has universal appeal. 

The Big Question
By Paul Edwards
There are now lots of machines out there that can play NLS books and lots of other things as well. Unquestionably, the big two are the Victor Reader Stream from HumanWare and the BookSense from GW Micro. I am on lots of e-mail lists and the question I have seen at least fifty times in the past few months is which is best? I will probably not end up offering an answer to that question because so much depends on what you want the machine to do and what kind of reader you are. What I will do in this article is offer some observations about the two machines that may help folks make a choice.

There is a comparison chart on the GW Micro web site, http://www.gwmicro.com/ which you can certainly take a look at. I will not rely on it, though. I will certainly talk a little about some of the things that each machine has to offer but, when all is said and done, each purchaser will have to make decisions based on what is most important to him or her. 

There are some things that the BookSense has that the Stream does not. Among them is a clock which can be set as an alarm as well. Also, with the more expensive model, the BookSense allows you to use blue tooth head phones, includes storage in the device itself (four gigs), and comes with an eight gig card. In addition, I think it is accurate to say that the BookSense comes equipped with speech that is more human-sounding than that of the Stream. There are a male and a female voice which, especially if you are not a fast reader, may be easier on the ear. The difficulty with this kind of speech, however, is that it does not do as well as more robotic voices when you try to increase the reading speed. For me, anyway, a more robotic voice allows me to understand what I'm reading at faster speeds than the nicer sounding voices like those on the BookSense. By the way, I should mention that you can narrow that comprehension gap by changing the pitch of the voices on the BookSense. You do this by going into the menus, going to global options and hitting enter and then hitting enter on voice settings. By lowering the pitch on the voices you can get to a place where there is not so much expression in the voices so that they can be better understood, at least by me, when their speed is increased.

I think, then, that the Stream voices though they are not great, allow you to go faster if you are listening to Web-Braille or BookShare Books. I know, absolutely, that the Stream can be played faster without sacrificing comprehension when one is listening to books with human speech like those from BARD or Audible. If speed is an issue for you, the Stream is probably the machine you will want to choose.

I am not going to get into what each of the devices can do because that is a moving target. The BookSense has just released a free upgrade which, among other things, allows the device to read RFB&D books. The Stream is beta testing a new release which offers a number of new features. Your best bet is to be sure that you keep up to date with the capabilities of each of the two machines and recognize that every new release will change the ball game.

I suppose that I will say just a few more things before winding down. The first is that there are enough of both machines around that you should be able to get hold of one to play with for a while before you make the final decision about which one is best for you. Second, you should recognize that these two machines are not the only options out there. IRTI (Innovative Rehabilitation Technologies Inc.) sells a pocket-sized machine made by Plextor which is, according to many, the best voice recorder of the bunch.  Both the Icon and the Braille Plus can also play talking books, audible books and have a great interface with BookShare. These two devices are more expensive, though, and do a lot more things than just playing books. It is also likely that, over the next year, more note takers will be able to play NLS books. Many can already play RFB&d books and all can play Web-Braille and BookShare books.  We are very lucky to have all the options we now have for reading.  Now if I could just find the time to do more of it!

Largest Book in the World Goes On Show for the First Time

Reprinted from guardian.co.uk

By Mark Brown

Arts Correspondent 

Tuesday January 26 2010 

Editor’s Note: I remember as I’m sure you do the experience of trying to carry all of those braille books to class. They were large, they were bulky. I think of the times that I was in a hurry and grabbed the wrong volume. I loved braille then and still do! I use it on a daily basis. When I read the article below, however, my first thought was “thank goodness this book was not in braille!”       

Klencke Atlas, which is 350 years old, will be displayed as part of British Library exhibition on maps

The Klencke Atlas has never been publicly displayed with its pages open before.

It takes six people to lift it and has been recorded as the largest book in the world, yet the splendid Klencke Atlas, presented to Charles II on his restoration and now 350 years old, has never been publicly displayed with its pages open. That glaring omission is to be rectified, it was announced by the British Library today, when it will be displayed as one of the stars of its big summer exhibition about maps.

The summer show will feature about 100 maps, considered some of the greatest in the world, with three-quarters of them going on display for the first time.

At the exhibition's core will be wall maps, many of them huge, which tell a story that is much more than geography. Many of them, said the library's head of map collections, Peter Barber: "Hold their own with great works of art."

He added: "This is the first map exhibition of its type because, normally, when you think of maps you think of geography, or measurement or accuracy."

The exhibition aims to challenge people's assumptions about maps and celebrate their magnificence, as demonstrated by the 37 maps in the Klencke Atlas, which was intended as an encyclopaedic summary of the world.

It is almost absurdly huge – 1.75 metres (5ft) tall and 1.9 metres (6ft) wide – and was given to the king by Dutch merchants and placed in his cabinet of curiosities.

"It is going to be quite a spectacle," said Tom Harper, head of antiquarian maps. "Even standing beside it is quite unnerving." ...

Were you to visit palaces or the homes of the wealthy, maps would have been almost as prominent as paintings or sculptures or tapestries.

They were an important status symbol. Rich men would have a map of the world to show their worldliness; a map of the Holy Land to show their piety; a map of their estate to show their wealth; and a map of their home county or city to show how loyal a citizen they were. ...

Barber and Harper have chosen to exhibit maps from more than 4.5m held in the library's collection – the second biggest in the world after the Library of Congress. ...

Barber believes maps are too neglected, particularly by art historians. "In a way we are trying to redress this. The official credo is the only thing that counts about a map is that they are utilitarian objects not really meant for display and that is not the case." ...
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