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Tipping the balance

n October 1 the Equality Act replaced the Disability Discrimination Act
O and eight other pieces of legislation to do with discrimination. The

change is likely to make it easier for disabled people to claim reasonable
adjustments such as an accessible website from companies selling goods and
services.

It will no longer be necessary to show that the company’s practice makes it
‘impossible or unreasonably difficult’ to access the service. The test will be
whether the practice places the disabled person at a substantial disadvantage.

In addition, the Act says that organisations cannot wait until a disabled
person wants to use their services, but must think in advance about what people
with a range of impairments might reasonably need.

It should also be more straightforward to claim technology to use at work.
John Lamb asks whether The Equality Act makes clear that an organisation required to make a
government cuts will reasonable adjugtmen.t is not entitled to ask a disabled person to pay any of the

. ibilit costs of complying with the Act. o _ .
undermine accessibility Although the new law should make it easier to bring cases to a tribunal, the
Government wants people to make use of alternative dispute resolution as a
quicker and cheaper means of resolving disputes than the courts.

That dispute resolution may be required sooner rather than later, because on
the same day as the Act came in, the Department for Work and Pensions made
radical changes to Access to Work, the scheme that funds employees’ assistive
technology.

The number of products that will be funded by Access to Work was
dramatically cut as part of a review of the office equipment that employers might
be reasonably expected to pay for.

Desktop computers, voice activation software and ergonomic chairs and desks
are among scores of pieces of equipment that will no longer be paid for by the
Government in a move that, in effect, redraws the definition of a reasonable
adjustment.

It is true there has been no change to the Access to Work budget yet,
although it is hard to believe that the cut backs won't produce massive savings.

And it is certainly not unreasonable to expect employers to supply things such
as voice recognition software that are cheaply available or come free with a
computer system.

On the other hand the new regime may reduce the employment prospects of
disabled people by making it more expensive to employ them. It may deter
companies from hiring disabled people altogether and lead to accusations of
discrimination.

It is a delicate balancing act: weighing organisations’ obligations against what
it is reasonable for the state to pay.

Wherever the arguments come to rest, it is vital that those who need assistive
technology should get it regardless of who foots the bill.

4 Ability Issue 79 | Autumn 2010 www.abilitymagazine.org.uk
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Why UK web standard
got the green light

Your last edition of Ability (issue 78,
Summer 2010) was interesting as
always, but it contained an
important error.

The article about the
forthcoming BS8878 standard for
web accessibility says: “Work on an
earlier version was stopped at the
beginning of 2009 when the

Colour blindness in World population

m Normal eyesight
m Red-green colour blindness
m Total colour blindness

10 million Britons over the
age of 65 [of whom five
million are disabled] and for
the seven million disabled
people of working age.

Ron Kirby

Phoneability

Sunseekers’
wheelchair
Here’s an idea: why aren't

European Standards Agency (CEN)
halted development of web standards
in a bid to get common ones across
Europe.

“The ban was lifted after it became
obvious that member states would not be
able to ‘harmonise’ their standards.”

But this was not the reason.

The standardisation rules state that a
member may not continue the
development of a national standard for an
area if a European standard is under
development for the same area — this
makes very good sense as everyone benefits
from harmonisation.

In this case CEN was concerned that
BS8878 may have conflicted with the
output of standards mandate 376 or may
have introduced unique national
requirements in the UK (ie something
other than WCAG 2.0).

Once it was understood that BS8878
was only providing guidance and that it
referenced WCAG 2.0 for the technical
requirements, it became clear that the so-
called standstill procedure did not apply
and the work could continue.

Just about everyone working in this
area believes that harmonisation of the
technical requirements for web accessibility
is essential and is achievable.

It would be good if you could correct
the error because “it became obvious that
member states would not be able to
‘harmonise’ their standards” is a very
negative and potentially damaging message
—and it's wrong.

Dave Sawdon

Technical Relations Manager — North
IBM Executive Staff / Technical Relations
Europe

One way of getting the accessibility message across

Volunteer is out of work
I have been a member of IT Can Help and
RNIB for over two-and-a-half years now,
but have had little work related to visiting
clients and helping the blind or partially
sighted with their computer problems.

| have the time but no work through
these two organizations so | am appealing
to you to let your readers know about
these services.
Alistair Brown

You have done us proud

The article on assisted living
(Collaboration is the key to assisted living,
Ability issue 78, p13) is an excellent
feature. It reads really well. Many thanks
from me and all those involved as
volunteers in the project. You have done
us proud.

Experts working across the field of
disabled and older people have called for a
national overall coherent plan to develop
fully integrated systems and services which
meet their needs.

Without such a plan this fragmentary
situation would worsen year by year for the

HAVE YOUR SAY

Ability welcomes letters and
articles on all issues relating to
IT for disabled people in work,

education and daily life.

Contributions can be sent to
the editor, John Lamb, at
john.lamb@abilitymagazine.org.uk

there wheelchairs in place at
resorts that have the
following:

Tank tracks, so much easier to get

across the sand

Inflatable sides with secure self righting

additions so that these chairs can wheel

directly into the sea or pool

Parasol slot or cotton covers so there’s

protection from the sun

An alarm button or whistle just in case

Get rid of the horrid sweaty plastic seat

and replace with cool hard wearing

mesh that’s breezier in hotter climates?

On honeymoon this year in the
Maldives | saw one woman in a
wheelchair. | followed up the idea that
then formed with a few people with
similar confines and the suggestion went
down a storm. They’re now waiting for
something to happen.

So, we wrote to all the wheelchair
manufacturers and have only had one
‘courteous’ reply. The mission seems
somewhat dead now. Perhaps you can
help.

We want no money or fame from this,
just a better deal for those confined to
wheelchairs. It seems so unfair that they
miss out on nice holidays or even just
feeling less of a burden to friends and
family that they could go on holiday with,
purely because they cannot walk.

There is money to be tapped in the
disability market for holiday companies
and they seem to be overlooking this. The
holiday companies could purchase a
couple of these chairs and place them at
resorts for use by visitors.

Georgina Firth
BrainstormHour

www.abilitymagazine.org.uk
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Access to Work cuts list
of approved technology

Access to Work, the £80m-a-year scheme
that provides technology and other help to
disabled workers, has drastically cut the
range of products it will fund.

JobcentrePlus, the organisation that
administers Access to Work, has sent letters
to assessors detailing items that will no
longer be covered by grants.

Desktop computers, voice activation
software and ergonomic chairs and desks
are among equipment that will no longer
be paid for by the government, but will
become the responsibility of employers to
provide.

“Clearly this is an extensive list and will
remove from grant eligibility a huge
proportion of equipment that we fund
currently,” says one letter from a
JobCentrePlus manager.

“This forms part of a current and
ongoing reshaping of the programme and
there will be other changes to come.”

The current, overall budget for Access
to Work will not be affected by the change,
says Pat Mangan, national Access to Work
manager. Savings will be used to increase
the numbers of people that can be helped.

“This is not about cutting spending,”
Mangan told Ability. “All we are doing is
reviewing our services. Our list of standard
equipment has not been changed for five
years. There is nothing on the list that we

think employers shouldn't provide.”

However, some who work with disabled
people are concerned that the change may
damage their employment prospects.

“The Access to Work scheme has
always been focused on helping those with
a disability into or to stay in work,” says
Nigel Lewis, chief executive of AbilityNet.

“I worry that this change to Access to
Work funding, making the employer
purchase the equipment for a disabled
person, will deter employers from
recruiting disabled people who, with a
small adjustment to their computer
environment, could be just as productive as
any other individual.”

The decision to withdraw support for
voice activation or voice recognition
software and voice recorders has also been
questioned by organisations representing
dyslexics.

“We are not changing the rules. We are
not saying we won't support dyslexics,” said
Mangan. “Voice activation software costs
£64 per package and in most cases is
already available on computer.” She
pointed out that there were procedures for
challenging individual decisions.

The new policy, unveiled ahead of the
chancellor’s cuts announcement, follows
the Labour government’s expansion of
Access to Work with an extra £8m targeted

Nigel Lewis, AbilityNet’s chief executive

at people with cognitive disabilities and
mental health problems.
Items no longer paid for by Access to
Work are:
Analogue hearing aids
Chairs (except for specialist items)
Desks/extenders/bridges/desk raisers,
armrests, gel rests, drawer pedestals
Perching stools, footstools
Backrests/wedges/back
friend/cushions/swivel pads
Desk top computers, printers, scanners,
Screens, screen raisers, keyboards and
overlays, mice, monitor arms
Laptops, lapstands
iPads, iMacs
Voice activated software, voice recorders
Internet connections and rentals for
home working
Fax machines, copiers
All telephony, headphones, mobile
phones
GPS devices/sat navs
Document holders/writing slopes
General office equipment such as
staplers, hole punches etc.

BBC unpacks toolkit

The BBC is developing an Accessibility
Toolkit that will allow disabled visitors
to BBC websites to adjust pages so
that they are easier to read. The toolkit
has various themes for people with
specific conditions such as dyslexia,
ADHD and asperger’s. The toolkit will
be launched in October and the BBC
plans to make the technology publicly
available to non-profit organisations.

BCS names finalists
Five organisations have reached the
finals of the British Computer Society’s
Digital Inclusion Awards, which will be
presented on November 11. They are:
ITV SignPost: website that features
children’s stories
Proctor and Gamble: an accessible
website for 750m consumers
Mobelite: an accessible communica-
tion platform
Digital Outreach: increasing internet
use among older people

Westminster Council: getting West-
minster residents online by 2012

UBS backs Ability

Investment bank UBS has renewed its
support for Ability by committing to a
further year’s sponsorship of the
magazine. Over the past year Ability
has worked with the bank’s disAbility
Network Steering Committee to help it
get a better understanding of what
assistive technology is available for
disabled employees.

www.abilitymagazine.org.uk
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Apple changes the game
with iIPhone and iPad

by Dan Jellinek, E-access Bulletin

Apple’s iPhone and iPad devices are “game-
changing” in offering built-in accessibility
functions for people with disabilities,
delegates heard at this year’s E-Access '10
conference in London.

Kiran Kaja of the RNIB Digital
Accessibility Team told a mobile phone
workshop hosted by Ability that while
accessibility applications are available for
other smartphones — such as the ‘Eyes Free
Shell’ for Google’s Android phone — the
iPhone 3GS is a game-changer because its
accessibility features are built in across all
its functions.

iPhone stacks up for disabled usersl

Using the standard touch-screen you
can move your fingers along and the
phone reads what is underneath them; and
if you swipe down with two fingers it reads
from that point to the end, Kaja said. A
double-tap with three fingers will magnify
the screen.

“A lot of people say they can't use a
touch-screen, but when I show them this it
really changes their perspectives,” he said.

“People have started asking why they
should pay extra money for accessibility on
mainstream devices. So slowly we are
seeing changing expectations.

“When Symbian [an operating system
for mobile phones] was released in 2000, it
was two or three years before assistive
technology was developed for it, so phones
could be out of date before assistive

technology appears. With the iPhone, |
could use it the same day as my sighted
friends.”

Accessibility features that are built in
by the manufacturer are also more stable
than added extras like screen-readers
running on top of an operating system,
Kaja said.

Apple’s new ‘iPad’ table computer —
which functions much like a huge iPhone
— was also singled out for praise by Robin
Spinks, principal manager, Digital
Accessibility at RNIB.

The iPad’s size meant it was a
“revolutionary” improvement for partially-
sighted users, who could use it
at a normal distance like a
more visible smartphone, with
applications and the keyboard
feature all viewed larger, Spinks
said.

Used as an electronic book
reader, the iPad can also
magnify text, and it featured
the same built-in access
functions as the iPhone 3GS
such as the double-tap with
three fingers to magnify the
screen, he said. “One of the advantages of
Apple’s much-criticised ‘walled garden’
approach is that is can build in accessibility
to all functions.”

Further accessibility features are likely
to be added to smartphones in future that
make use of the built-in gyroscopes and
accelerometers found in most modern
phones, said Kiran Kaja. “They are mainly
used by games developers now, but could
also have uses for people with disabilities,”
he said.

Early examples include the free
‘Dasher’ app that allows the user to tilt and
move the phone with one hand to select
items, a feature of use to many people with
impaired mobility.
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/da
sher/id315473092?mt=8

DDA study shows firms
are slow to change

The Department for Work and
Pensions has published a study of
changes that organisations made in
response to the Disability Discrimin-
ation Act. Only 32% had improved
their communications such as making
their websites more accessible,
providing special phone systems or
making print available in large print or
Braille. Many smaller employers did
not understand a key phrase in the
Act - reasonable adjustment — which
refers to adjustments that it is
reasonable for organisations to make
to accommodate disabled people.
http://research.dwp.gov.uk/asd/
asdb5/report_abstracts/rr_
abstracts/rra_685.asp

RNIB introduces iSite

The RNIB has installed an accessible
intranet called iSite for use by its blind
and sighted staff. Developed by a
company called Content and Code,
iSite provides a central hub for sharing
information. It provides discussion
forums and a corporate directory. The
system can display very small and
very large resolution screens and has
pre-defined page layouts.
www.rnib.org.uk

Eye tracking ereaders
Researchers at the German Research
Centre for Artificial Intelligence (DFKI)
have created a tool for electronic
books that tracks a user’s eye
movements and uses them to control
the device. Text 2.0 can detect when
a reader dwells on a word and
triggers voice output, a translation or
an image. Developed with eye gaze
firm Tobii Technology, the software
can also insert a bookmark when a
reader looks away or even fade out
words when someone is skim reading.
www.tobii.com

8 Ability Issue 79 | Autumn 2010
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Vaizey to unvell action plan

Civil servants in the Department for
Business Innovation and Skills were putting
the finishing touches to a government
e-accessibility action plan as Ability went to
press.

The plan, due to be unveiled on
October 12, is the first of three projects
from a Forum composed of organisations
involved in e-accessibility and set up by Ed
Vaizey, minister for Culture, Communi-
cations and Creative Industries, in July.

The Forum’s action plan will have five
work streams. It will focus on the legal
framework surrounding e-accessibility, look
at the affordability and availability of
assistive technologies, consider how to
improve website services, make broadcast
content more accessible and promote
awareness of e-accessibility.

The second task for the Forum is to
help transfer a European Directive on
Communications Networks Services into
UK law by May next year. The Directive
obliges member states to ensure disabled
end-users have equivalent access and choice
of communication services.

The Forum also has a remit to help
business to exploit the opportunities of
e-accessibility. At a recent conference called
E-Access 2010, Vaisey cited Apple,
Microsoft and Google as examples of
companies that had designed products that

have accessibility built-in but are also
designed for the mainstream.

“Too many people are currently
excluded,” Vaizey told delegates at the
E-Access conference. “I want to see that
change. The Government will make sure
that we have a clear and supportive
regulatory framework that legislates where
necessary.

“But legislation can be a blunt
instrument. | challenge you to develop new
ways of making it easy for those with
disabilities to be productive employees,
confident consumers and engaged citizens.”

The Government sees accessibility as a
key plank in its efforts to get more citizens
online — a quarter of the population has
never been near a browser. Dotcom
entrepreneur Martha Lane Fox is
spearheading Digital Britain, a campaign to
boost the online economy.

She has already ruffled feathers with a
challenge to the government to “close down
publicly funded websites that consistently
fail to meet its own web accessibility
guidelines”.

Ed Vaizey is looking into the
implications of such a move. March 2011
has already been set as the deadline by
which all government websites must comply
with accessibility standards.

Organisations involved with the Forum

Martha Lane Fox, heading Digital
Britain

include OneVoice, a coalition of
organisations involved in accessibility,
which has submitted its own plans for
campaigning, promotion and
professionalism.

One member, the British Computer
Society, which set up the IT charities
AbilityNet and IT Can Help in the 1980s,
has now made accessibility a key issue.

The organisation not only plans to use
its influence to move the topic higher up
the public agenda but is eating its own
lunch by making BCS products and services
more accessible.

“Our vision is that everyone, whatever
their capability, should be able to sit in front
of any screen and be confident that they can
access all available information and
services,” says BCS president Elizabeth
Sparrow.

Visit Abilitys website
wwww.abilitymagazine. org.uk for
latest news of the e-accessibility plan.

Reading skills

Texthelp has launched software to
help primary school children improve
their reading fluency skills. Fluency
Tutor V2 allows children to listen to
text, record themselves reading and
send the results to a teacher for
marking. The software also has
quizzes to test a child’s
understanding of a reading exercise.
The latest Key Stage 2 test results
reveal that one in five pupils are not

reaching the expected level in
English.
www.texthelp.co.uk

Lion King captioned
November will see a special staging
of Disney’s The Lion King musical
by Stagetext, a charity that subtitles
performances in theatres and arts
venues for people with a hearing
impairment. The event celebrates 10
years of work by Stagetext, during
which time it has captioned over
1500 performances.
www,stagetext.org

Signs of sickness
SignTranslate, a web-based
communication tool that allows
medical staff in hospitals and GP
surgeries communicate with deaf
sign language users, has won an
award from internet domain names
company Nominet. Medical staff can
call up live British Sign Language
interpreters via webcam. The
Nominet award judges praised the
project for its good use of
technology to address a real need
very effectively.
www.signtranslate.com

www.abilitymagazine.org.uk
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Games could help stroke
survivors communicate

Computer games may help stroke
survivors learn how to communicate again.
Motion sensing devices, such as the

Nintendo Wii, Microsoft Xbox 360 and
Apple’s iPad, could be used in the
rehabilitation of people who have survived
a stroke but have problems speaking.

Therapists try to teach stroke survivors
to communicate through gestures that
other people can understand, but they can
be difficult for patients to learn.

Researchers at City University London
are working on a prototype system that
could enable people who have aphasia after
a stroke to practice gesturing and get
feedback on how well they are doing.

A team from the university has been
given a £300,000 grant to develop an
affordable, computer-based technology to
help stroke survivors, who have limited
spoken or written output, learn how to
‘gesture’ independently at home.

Working with the Stroke Association,
the team plans to test the prototype with
people from 30 of the Stroke Association’s

Stroke Clubs in the London area.
“Computer-based treatments have
been shown to improve verbal language
skills in previous studies, but this is the
first time that gestures will be addressed,”
says Jane Marshall, Professor of
Aphasiology at City University London.
“With 45,000 new cases in the UK
each year, we hope that our work will help
a wider range of aphasic people to regain
communication skills.”
www.city.ac.uk/news/archive/2010
/08_aug/190810.html

Freedom reads rivals the riot act

US screen reader company Freedom
Scientific flexed its legal muscles with a
flurry of lawsuits over the summer.

The company is suing rival GW Micro
over alleged patent infringement.

Freedom Scientific, maker of JAWS,
claims that a place marker for internet
pages displayed in the Internet Explorer
and Firefox browsers in GW Micro’s
Window Eyes version 7 infringes a
Freedom Scientific patent.

The move follows legal action last year
against another rival, Serotek, about the
use of the word freedom to describe a
feature in the company’s screen reader.

“Freedom Scientific invests more in
research and development than any other
company in the blindness technology

industry,” explains Dr. Lee Hamilton,
president of the company.

“Along the way, Freedom Scientific
files patents to protect the investment it
makes in developing new technologies,”
Hamilton added.

The company has also bought a suit
against the Foundation for Blind Children
for using its trademarks without
authorisation after it ended a contract with
Freedom Scientific.

It also has the US government in its
sights, claiming legal fees incurred when
the company protested about the way a
Veterans Association contract, which
Freedom Scientific failed to win, had been
handled.
www.freedomscientific.com

IT helpers need
more customers

Technologists who have volunteered to
provide free help to disabled people with
computer problems are struggling to find
enough customers for their services.

One would-be helper — Alistair Brown
—says he has been registered for two-and-
a-half years with both RNIB and IT Can
Help, but has had little call for his
expertise (see Feedback p5). “I have the
time, but no work,” he says.

In response, IT Can Help, which runs
a national network of over 200 volunteers,
has launched a campaign of posters,
leaflets and advertisements to try and find
more people who need assistance.

“I just can't put my finger on why we
don't have more clients,” says Paul Toms,
who has organised the IT Can Help
campaign. “I think people may be
suspicious that the service is free. Much of
the difficulty is getting people to phone in
the first place.

“The only way forward is to tell people
about IT Can Help as often as possible.”

One reason for the low take up may be
that volunteers do not have the skills that
are required.

One large IT
volunteering
programme called
ITACommunities
has found
problems
matching
people,
according to
one of its
founders Gail
Bradbrook.

“Sixty per
cent of
registered
volunteers are programmers o ——
and they are generally inactive, presumably
because the volunteering opportunities of
ITAC don't quite fit their skill set,”
Bradbrook says.
help@itcanhelp.org.uk
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Firm looks for testers with autism

Some 60 autistic people in Scotland are to
be trained and employed as software
testers.

A company called Specialisterne
Scotland, a spin off from a Danish project,
has been set up in Glasgow to train people
in specialised testing work and offer their
services to IT companies and organisations
that use IT.

Specialisterne plans to create up to 60
new jobs, 75% of which will be for people
with an autism spectrum disorder, over the
next four years.

The company is operated under licence
from Specialist People Foundation in
Denmark by CEiS, Scotland’s largest social

enterprise development company.

The work — testing software and
websites for companies — taps into the
characteristics and skills people with
autism possess, such as accuracy, precision
and attention to detail.

Thorkil Sonne, founder of
Specialisterne and the Specialist People
Foundation, set up the project in
Denmark in 2004 after his son, Lars, was
diagnosed with autism at the age of three.

The Danish firm now employs more
than 50 people and has a turnover of £1.5
million.

Gerry Higgins, chief executive of CEiS,
said: “Specialisterne Scotland has the

potential to change lives for the better by
providing mainstream employment at the
market rate.”

A software tester working for
Specialisterne can expect a starting
salary of about £20,000, but this could
rise to more than £30,000 for testing
analysts.

The business has been set up with
more than £1.1 million of funding,
including £700,000 from the Scottish
Government's Scottish Investment Fund.
The project has also received £407,000
from the Big Lottery and £30,000 from
Glasgow City Council.
http://specialisternescotland.co.uk

Students struggle to access grant forms

Students have had difficulty applying
for the Disabled Students Allowance
(DSA) this year, say support staff,
because application forms for the grant
are not available in some accessible
formats.

The forms are usually distributed as
online forms, in print and in a PDF
format but university disability advisors
report that they have been unable to get
documents in formats such as Word that
work with screen readers.

The Student Loans Company (SLC),
which administers the DSA, says it is

unable to make the forms available in PDF
or Word formats that will work with
screen readers because of a lack of time and
staff to do the work.

“The reason behind the forms not
being understood by the screen reader lies
in the authoring software that is used to
typeset the form,” says David Armstrong,
Planning and Distribution Executive at
the SLC.

“The software doesn't define the
documents background structure/
hierarchy. So, when the screen reader
attempts to interpret it, it will just read

each block of text but not know how each
of the elements laid out on the page are
related to each other.”

The documents are not available in
Word because they have been created using
software that cannot produce text in that
format.

The SLC says it will be training staff in
how to produce accessible PDFs in the
autumn.

“We fully believe that our existing
provision has adequately anticipated the
needs of our disabled customers,”
Armstrong concludes.

Web gets new typefaces

The web will become more readable
thanks to a deal brokered by the
Worldwide Web Consortium (W3C) with
the companies that own the rights to
hundreds of typefaces.

The type industry has agreed a \Web
Open File Format (WOFF 1.0) that will
allow web developers to access their
typefaces. So far, a lack of standards and
availability of licences has restricted

designers to a small number of pre-
installed typefaces such as Arial, Verdana
and Times New Roman.

Now a large number of other typefaces
used in print media will become available
through the scheme.

Many of these fonts are easier to read
by people who have sight and cognitive
impairments.
www.w3.org/Fonts/woff-faq

get online week
il ;i
Get Online Week, 18-24 October,
is aimed at the over 10 million
people in the UK who still don’t
use computers and the internet.
There are 3,000 events planned
across the UK, with a target of
getting 80,000 people online.
For further information go to
www.getonlineweek.com
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Three quarters of Home Access
grants are still up for grabs

There are still 8,000 grants available
under the £24m Home Access assistive
technology programme.

Some 29,000 low income families have
been sent letters with information about
the 12,000 grants available for computer
equipment that disabled pupils can use to
study and access the internet at home.

Leading disability charities including
AbilityNet, Whizz-Kidz and the National
Autistic Society have urged families to
apply as soon as possible to be sure of
getting a grant.

The assistive technology scheme will
end either when the 12,000 mark has been
passed or when the money runs out,
probably by January 2011.

“It is my belief that this is the biggest
assistive technology contract awarded
arguably anywhere in
the world,” says lan
Litterick, (pictured)
chairman of iansyst,
the company that is
procuring the assistive
technology.

“The fact that the
children have the
equipment at home
means so many more
children are going to
have an opportunity
for learning.”

Successful applicants will receive a
laptop, assistive software, hardware, free
internet access and support for a year,
worth up to £2,000.

Alternative equipment on offer to
children with physical or learning
difficulties will include switches, touch
screens and adapted mice.

Children with a severe learning or
literacy difficulties will be offered symbols
or picture software to support writing,
reading or curriculum access.

The programme will also fund so-

called ‘cause and effect’ software for
improving targeting skills, hand-eye
coordination and aiding children with
learning difficulties, together with
associated access devices.

Children with a visual impairment can
obtain specialist hardware and software to
access screen content, while sound
amplification hardware will be offered to
those with a hearing impairment.

The scheme is open to children at
state schools in years 3 to 9 who have a
Statement of Special Educational Needs,
receive a Disability Living Allowance, or
whose school can certify they have assistive
technology needs. Their parents must be in
receipt of at least one from a list of seven
possible benefits.

Evaluations of each applicant’s needs
are carried out over the
phone by a team of
trained assessors. The
equipment that children
may already use at school
will be taken into
account, although the
scheme is not meant to
replace technology that
should be supplied at
school.

The scheme should
have started several
months ago, but was
delayed when assistive technology suppliers
struggled to satisfy government
requirements that sensitive personal
information should be kept securely.

Application forms can be obtained by
phoning 0333 200 1004 or visiting
http://www.homeaccess.org.uk/.

SOFTWARE
Text to speech software: for learners
who prefer to have pages of text read

out loud.

Text prediction: (similar to ‘texting’ on
a phone) which helps to speed up
writing.

Mind mapping: helps children to
structure, visualise and classify ideas.
Screen magnification: this enlarges the
content on the computer screen and is
particularly useful for learners with
impaired vision.

HARDWARE
Adapted keyboard: useful for children
with sight or physical difficulties.
Alternatively, the package could include
a compact keyboard for a child with
limited movement.
Keyboard stickers: enables visually
impaired children to see the keyboard
characters more easily.
Specially designed mouse: for children
who may find it difficult to hold and
move a standard mouse.
Assistive technology for children with
severe needs
Screen reader software: provides full
speech access to every part of the
computer, including documents,
menus, dialogue boxes, tables and web
pages.
Impaired hearing hardware: provides
a direct connection between a learner’s
hearing aid and a computer by giving
them a direct input shoe.
Switch access hardware: useful for
learners unable to use a mouse or a
keyboard.
Touch screen hardware: useful for
learners who can't use a standard
keyboard, mouse or trackball.
Symbol software: for children with
poor literacy or learning difficulties.
Special access methods: such as
mouth-controlled joysticks, a head-
controlled mouse or light-operated
mouse and keyboard combinations.
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The visual basics

Ability visits St Dunstan’s to learn how the charity, which was founded nearly 100
years ago, provides for the IT needs of blind service people

fourth floor, the view along the Sussex coast to Brighton is
spectacular, but it is not one that many of those served by
the charity are able to fully appreciate.

Because for more than 60 years St Dunstan’s — named after a
medieval English cleric — has been helping service people who
have lost their sight live as independently as possible.

In well-equipped facilities at
Ovingdean, near Brighton, and at
Sheffield, dedicated staff nurse
injured military personnel, assess
their needs, recommend assistive
technology and train them how to
use it.

Few people stay at the centres
permanently. Most attend for short
periods of a few weeks while they
undergo rehabilitation, pursue
their studies or take a vacation.

Sharp, who is IT manager at
the centre in Ovingdean, was
clearing her desk in preparation for
retirement when Ability visited her in July.

The scene from her window in the landmark 1930s building is
the thing she will miss most about leaving, she says, jokingly, as
we talked about her work for the charity.

“IT has just grown and grown and grown,” she says. “What
I've noticed is that there used to be most interest among the
younger ones in creating documents.

“Now it’s the older ones wanting to get online. It all began 10
years ago when the BBC started saying ‘for more information go
to www...".”

She began her career at St Dunstan’s teaching typing, a
discipline that is obvious in her insistence that keyboard skills are
the best way to make effective use of a computer.

She works hard at persuading trainees who attend courses at
her centre to master accurate touch typing, arguing that this is the
key to computing for blind users: hunt and peck is definitely
second best.

“We try to teach touch typing without speech output — people
come to know they have made a mistake from the position of
their hands — hearing the letters can be misleading: only later do
we introduce voice feedback.”

I: rom Janis Sharp’s office, perched high up on St Dunstan’s

Brighton block: St Dunstan’s centre at Ovingdean, East Sussex

There are some 500 computer users among the 3,000 people
St Dunstan’s supports, many of whom have passed through the
hands of Sharp’s seven-strong team of trainers.

Some trainees must learn how to use IT for the first time, but
the priority for many older people with age-related sight loss and
who may already have a computer is to pick up the short cuts they
need to continue working online.

Not that
Sharp has a
very high
opinion of web
accessibility.
Pages with too
many links and
constantly
changing
layout make
using them
very difficult.
She cites one
St Dunstaner
who was told
to press a key 128 times to reach the link he wanted.

“We suggest people do shopping by phone, although we do
encourage them to write in and report problems they are having
with websites,” she explains.

Individual training

Training is one-to-one, tailored to each individual and comes with
an agreed outcome. Courses typically last a week and are
residential.

Trainees start with keyboard skills to help in assessing each
person’s dexterity and their ability to memorise sequences of
commands.

Keyboards are selected and marked up with rubber ‘bump-on’
stickers that make finding a key easier.

The next step is to introduce specific applications. Most
trainees begin with emailing; more popular than word processing
these days, says Sharp.

St Dunstan’s preferred software is the simplified interface
called Guide, the screen reader Hal, and its bigger brother
Supernova which combines a screen reader and magnifier with
Braille support. Users are also offered instruction in the

14 Ability Issue 79 | Autumn 2010

www.abilitymagazine.org.uk

—p—



14-15 Workspace A79: Layout 1 1/10/10 18:19 Page 15

workspace

Zoomtext magnifier and JAWS screen reader.

“Guide has really taken off as the software of choice as it’s just
so straightforward. However, the younger ones will outgrow it.
The trouble is people start simply but then things begin to
become more complicated.”

Staff are also able to instruct people in free products such as
the Webbie web browser and the Thunder screen reader. “There is
no real reason for our selection,” says Sharp. “We just don't want
to support too many different products.”

On the hardware side, St Dunstan’s uses off-the-peg
equipment; sometimes recycled from other users. CCTV
magnifiers, scanners and reading machines are provided on
permanent loan. But not computers, which users, other than
those who are war blinded, must provide for themselves.

Although Sharp does field enquiries from trainees, most
requests for support are passed on to suppliers such as Dolphin
and charities such as RNIB.

“We are the first step, we give people equipment and the skills
that go with it and then encourage them to find out what’s
available locally,” says Sharp.

Training mission

St Dunstaner Stephen Shepherd has an ambition to help train

other visually impaired students.

However, the IT centre does pass on advice via articles in the
St Dunstan’s magazine and also hosts a twice-yearly computer
club meeting at Ovingdean during which enthusiasts spend two
days talking technology.

Many St Dunstaners, as they call themselves, were injured in
the line of duty, but increasingly old age is the cause of their
vision impairment: over half the charity’s beneficiaries are past
retirement age.

Originally, St Dunstan’s, which was set up in 1913 by
newspaper magnet Arthur Pearson, only looked after those injured
while serving in the armed forces.

But in 2000 its remit was widened to include all ex-service
personnel provided they had lost vision in both eyes.

The change has greatly increased demand for places; so much
so that this year St Dunstan’s will be opening a third site in
Llandudno in Wales.

In a sign of the times, I'T will also undergo an overhaul.
Computer training is to be integrated with general rehabilitation,
recognition of just how important assistive technology is in the
lives of St Dunstaners.

Shepherd (58), who served as a Corporal in the Royal
Electrical and Mechanical Engineers for nearly 10 years, was a
computer novice when he first came to St Dunstan’s.

With the help of St Dunstan’s IT Department he learnt to
touch type and use a computer with audio software. In 2009 he
gained nationally recognised IT and computer qualifications to
get back into work, having been unemployed since losing his
sight as a result of diabetic retinopathy.

After undergoing training at St Dunstan’s Steve enrolled on
an ITQ Level 2 course at Derby College in April 2009, and used
screen reader software to access material for each lesson.

He successfully completed the course two months ahead of
schedule. “It just goes to prove that disability need not be a
barrier,” said Shepherd. “l won’t say it was easy and there were
barriers but the important thing is to remain positive and find out
what help and support is available.”

He added that his achievement would not have been
possible without the assistance of John Davis, his support worker at Derby College and IT instructors at St
Dunstan’s for providing him with a breakthrough foundation in computer skills.

He is now enrolling on a further course to achieve an Access to the Blind computer certificate and a
Computer Literacy and Information Technology (CLAIT) Plus qualification that will allow him to train others.

Shepherd currently volunteers with partially sighted people and hopes his qualifications will help him find paid
employment. “The computer at home is now my lifeline since | lost my sight, as it enables me to better
communicate with people,” he said.
www.st-dunstans.org.uk

Trainer Stephen Shepherd with his Vocational
Qualification
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